St. Cloud State University

The Repository at St. Cloud State
Culminating Projects in Education
Administration and Leadership

Department of Educational Leadership and
Higher Education

12-2021

Examining the Impact of K-5 Literacy Coaches on Teachers'
Implementation of Literacy Practices and the Role of Leadership
in Maintaining High Literacy Expectations Supported by
Instructional Coaches
Jenny Bushman

Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/edad_etds
Part of the Educational Leadership Commons

Recommended Citation
Bushman, Jenny, "Examining the Impact of K-5 Literacy Coaches on Teachers' Implementation of Literacy
Practices and the Role of Leadership in Maintaining High Literacy Expectations Supported by Instructional
Coaches" (2021). Culminating Projects in Education Administration and Leadership. 88.
https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/edad_etds/88

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Educational Leadership and
Higher Education at The Repository at St. Cloud State. It has been accepted for inclusion in Culminating Projects in
Education Administration and Leadership by an authorized administrator of The Repository at St. Cloud State. For
more information, please contact tdsteman@stcloudstate.edu.

1
Examining the Impact of K-5 Literacy Coaches on Teachers’ Implementation of Literacy
Practices and the Role of Leadership in Maintaining High Literacy
Expectations Supported by Instructional Coaches

by
Jenny Bushman

A Dissertation
Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of
St. Cloud State University
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
for the Degree of
Doctor of Education
in Educational Administration and Leadership

December, 2021

Dissertation Committee:
John Eller, Chairperson
David Lund
Eva White
Plamen Miltenoff

2
Abstract
Teaching matters and research shows school-based coaching responds to the national priority of
improving instruction (Bright & Hensley, 2010). Research confirms the importance of
developing strong, collaborative work environments such as a long-standing potential for change
that positively impacting teachers’ facilitation of student learning (Dixon & Palmer, 2002;
Fullan, 2008; Guskey, 2003). The goal of coaching is to foster and support professional
development. What’s more, the coach can help guide teacher learning experiences into
purposeful instructional targets and goals; (Brown, 2016). Literacy coaching supports the goal of
developing a collaborative work environment where teachers have sustained support in meeting
the literacy needs of students.
This quantitative study provides school leaders, literacy coaches and teachers with a better
understanding of teacher and literacy coach reported effective strategies, collaboration efforts,
and challenges in having literacy coaches support K-5 teachers’ implementation of literacy
practices beyond one-time professional development opportunities. In addition, the study can
provide school leaders with guidelines to identify what leadership does to maintain high literacy
expectations supported by instructional coaches.
Key words: literacy coaching, instructional coaching, teaching, professional development,
collaboration
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Chapter I: Introduction
The Importance of Literacy Coaching to Support Teacher Growth
and Development
In a 2017 TED Talk, surgeon Atul Gawande studied the question of people’s ability to
improve in the face of complexity. Gawande’s findings point out the impact of having a coach to
help people look at the reality of complex situations, impart positive habits of thinking, and help
individuals look at the whole of their actions to see what is working and what needs to be
improved was essential for enhancing practices (Gawande, 2017). Gawande goes on to state, “It's
not how good you are now; it's how good you're going to be that really matters” (2017).
Teaching matters, and research shows school-based coaching responds to the national priority
of improving the quality of teaching (Bright & Hensley, 2010). In addition, school-based coaching
benefits students through supporting high-quality instruction (Dixon, 2015; Elish-Piper et al., 2011).
A plethora of reasons exist for students’ inadequate reading performance, and research consistently
shows that instructional quality matters (Matsumura & Wang, 2014). Despite significant research and
advances in effective reading instruction, many teachers are not prepared to teach higher-level
comprehension skills or meet the literacy learning needs of struggling readers (Matsumura & Wang,
2014) and because of this professional development is needed to support the teaching of literacy.
The fundamental purpose of professional development is to establish strong,
collaborative work environments to cultivate a long-standing potential for change and guide
teachers to positively impact the facilitation of student learning (Dixon & Palmer, 2002; Fullan,
2008; Guskey, 2003). Although the goal of coaching is to foster and support professional
development and guide a teachers’ learning experiences into purposeful instructional targets and
goals, both professional development and coaching are about facilitating learning for individuals
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and teams of teachers (Brown, 2016). Coaches are agents of change (West & Cameron, 2013),
resources for effective practices, and help bridge the gap between evidence-based instruction and
classroom implementation (Brown, 2016). To support the new professional learning experiences
teachers engage in, coaching must be strategic, a partnership, and ongoing (Brown, 2016;
Guskey, 2002; Knight, 2007).
In 2001, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act included the Reading First Initiative to
ensure the readiness of all students to read at or above grade level by the end of third grade
(Gamse et al., 2008). Reading First placed unprecedented emphasis on strengthening literacy
instruction in primary classrooms and substantially increased the federal government’s
investment in reading instruction in the early grades. The purpose was to provide schools with
funds to introduce individual progress in reading and to execute professional development
programs in K-3 instruction (Scott, et al., 2012). States include literacy coaching as a part of their
professional development plan based on the notion of improving reading for students (Scott et
al., 2012). The federal allocation of monies for Reading First made it possible for schools to hire
educators whose primary responsibility was to train teachers to implement research-based
reading and writing strategies. Initially, the focus for these new positions was in the primary
grades but later expanded into the secondary level (Strong & Jay, 2012). In 2003, the
International Reading Association (IRA) published the Standards for Reading Professionals to
define the roles and responsibilities of the literacy coach:
A reading professional must be a certified reading specialist and have three years of
teaching experience. This must be an individual who focuses on providing professional
development for teachers by providing them with additional support needed to implement
various instructional programs and practices. They [literacy coaches] provide essential
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leadership for the school’s entire literacy program by helping create and supervise a longterm staff development process that supports both the development and implementation
of the literacy program over months and years. These individuals need to have experience
which enable them to provide effective professional development for teachers in their
Schools. (p. 3)
Nearly all the current literature on teacher learning and professional growth indicates the
professional development teachers engage in should be ongoing (Brown, 2016; Desimone, 2017;
Guskey, 2002). Sustained professional development is likely to provide opportunities for more
extensive discussion of content and have a positive impact on student learning (Desimone, 2017;
Toll, 2018). Sustained professional development allows teachers to practice new learning and
obtain feedback on the impact of a new skill or strategy on student learning (Garet et al., 2001).
For this reason, coaching must be linked to and rooted in teachers’ work with students (Fullan,
2008; Knight, 2007). Coaches observe instructional practices, assist teachers in using assessment
data, conduct observations, provide feedback to guide discussions on the growth of student
learning and development, and assist with planning next steps (Brown, 2016; Fullan, 2008).
Throughout all of the work between the literacy coach and teacher, both the teacher and the
coach engage in reflection.
Reflecting on instructional practices requires intentionality when thinking about what is
effective and what needs refinement (Darling-Hammond, 2001). Support for refining and
expanding instructional practices is most effective when the instructional practices are
collaborative and research-based (Brown, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2001; Darling-Hammond et
al., 2009). Action research conducted by the teacher and supported by the literacy coach enables
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a teacher to examine local challenges and address concerns, which could result in transforming
classrooms and educational practices (Matsumura et al., 2010).
Statement of the Problem
Though literacy coaches are prevalent in schools across the nation and endorsed in state
and federal education plans to impact teacher practice and increase student proficiency, “there is
little empirical evidence regarding the nature of coaching and its effectiveness in changing
teacher practice and improving student achievement” (Marsh et al., 2010, p. 876). Limited
research exists regarding the impact literacy coaches have in changing teacher practices or the
role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the work of literacy coaches, in select
Minnesota public elementary schools, in supporting teachers’ implementation of literacy
instructional practices through job-embedded professional development. The study also sought to
examine the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by
instructional coaches.
Conceptual Framework
The primary objective for any professional development model is to guide and support
teachers in a manner positively impacting the way they facilitate student learning (Brown, 2016;
Dixon & Palmer, 2002; Guskey, 2002; Strong & Jay, 2012). Professional development is a
critical element in looking at system-wide reform and supporting teacher success (Knight, 2007).
Instructional coaching guides the transfer of knowledge obtained in professional development
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opportunities to more concrete application and implementation in the classroom setting (Knight,
2007).
Dr. Carmen Sherry Brown’s Conceptual Framework for Coaching (see Figure 1) provides
the framework for the researcher’s quantitative study. Brown’s framework contains themes
supporting professional development, classroom implementation, and embedded coaching
practices (Brown, 2016). The framework is separated into four quadrants with each representing
an area of professional development and implementation where the coach and the teacher work
collaboratively (Brown, 2016). Brown’s conceptual framework for coaching also reflects The
University of Kansas Center for Research on Learning’s framework, referred to as The Big Four
(2016, p. 15). The Big Four instructional framework focuses on classroom management, content,
instruction, and assessment for learning (Knight, 2007). The cyclical nature of this framework
accounts for professional development to expand beyond one-time workshops and become a
steadfast, collaborative culture that evolves into sustained capacity for change (Brown, 2016;
Fullan, 2008).
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Figure 1
Conceptual Framework for Coaching (Brown, 2016)

This framework was used with permission from Dr. Carmen Brown (see Appendix A).
Research Questions
The survey developed by the researcher was distributed to schools in the spring of 2020
and again in the fall of 2020. Only one school responded in the spring of 2020 due unexpected
and unknown factors related to the global pandemic. School officials indicated the additional
time and demands placed on principals resulting from the global pandemic would make the study
a challenge. Based on this information, the researcher made the decision to reduce the depth of
the study; which included removing the qualitative portion of the study. In doing so, two
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questions were eliminated and a new one developed addressing the role of leadership. This
change was supported in the existing survey questions teachers and literacy coaches were already
being asked to respond to. The following two questions were removed:
1. What do select principals report as the strategies they employ to support literacy
coaching in their schools?
2. What top three activities do principals identify as most important to improving and
supporting literacy teaching and learning in their school?
The researcher reconstructed the leadership questions to one still providing insight into
the role of leadership and could be answered using data on the existing survey. The question
replacing the former two questions was: The study also sought to determine the role of
leadership maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches?
The four research questions for this study included:
1. What coaching strategies/activities do teachers and literacy coaches in select
Minnesota public elementary schools report engaging in together most frequently?
2. What do select literacy coaches and teachers report as the most effective
strategies/activities to engage in with literacy coaching?
3. What challenges do teachers and literacy coaches in select Minnesota elementary
schools report in implementing coaching as a form of job-embedded professional
development?
4. What do teachers and literacy coaches identify as the role of leadership in
maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches?
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Research Design
This study design was quantitative and intended to examine the work of literacy coaches
in supporting teachers’ implementation of literacy instructional practices through job-embedded
professional development and the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations
supported by instructional coaches. “In quantitative research, researchers collect numerical data
from individuals or groups and usually subject these to data and statistical analyses to determine
whether there are relationships among them” (Slavin, 2007, p. 7). In addition, “researchers seek
facts and causes of human behavior and want to know about a few variables so differences can
be identified” (Roberts, 2010, p. 142).
Study data were gathered by means of two surveys developed by the researcher through
the modification of survey questions and language in two different studies. The first study was
conducted by Marsh in 2010, How Instructional Coaches Support Data-Driven Decision
Making: Policy Implementation and Effects in Florida Middle Schools and the second was
conducted by Vanderburg and Stephens in 2010, The Impact of Literacy Coaches: What
Teachers Value and How Teachers Change. The researcher obtained permission from authors of
both studies prior to writing and administering the surveys to participants.
Assumptions of the Study
Assumptions within a study are expectations or “what you take for granted relative to
your study” (Roberts, 2010, p. 139). An assumption is “a statement that is presumed to be true,
often only temporarily for a specific purpose...” and “the conditions under which statistical
techniques yield valid results” (Vogt & Johnson, 2016). The following was assumed to be
accurate when conducting the research for this study:
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•

The respondents who participated in the study served in the teaching or literacy
coaching position they reported.

•

Teachers and literacy coaches in the study had varying levels of knowledge in the
identified literacy coaching strategies.

•

Teachers who participated in the study answered survey questions honestly and
without coercion.

•

Literacy coaches who participated in the study answered questions honestly and
without coercion.

•

Data and information reported by the Minnesota Department of Education [MDE]
were accurate.

Delimitations
Delimitations are factors under the control of the researcher and may affect the end result
of the study (Roberts, 2010). Delimitations “indicate how you narrowed your study’s scope”
(Roberts, 2010, p. 138). The research was limited in its scope to four school districts in
Minnesota that received the Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy Grant in 2018. This
research was conducted in the fall of 2020 and spring of 2021 during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Participants had experienced transitions in learning models throughout the year and were not in
the same learning models at the time of the survey, therefore responses may have been reflective
of changes in and the uncertainty of learning models. The ratio of literacy coaches to teachers in
all districts varied, and there were significantly more teachers than literacy coaches participating.
Due to the researcher’s significant background in working with instructional coaches, the
research may have elicited some biases surrounding the importance of job-embedded

21
professional development provided by instructional coaches. The researcher sought the expertise
of other educational professionals to determine if and where biases were present.
Definition of Terms
The following terms are used throughout this research paper and defined for the purpose
of this study. Definitions are based on scholarly research.
Action research: Intentional inquiry and reflection to bring about a change in practice,
improve student outcomes and empower teachers (Mills, 2017).
Alternative Delivery of Specialized Services (ADSIS): An application process offered by
the Minnesota Department of Education for district and charter schools to apply for state special
education aid. The purpose of this funding is to provide instruction to students who need
additional academic or behavioral support to be successful in the general education setting. The
goal of ADSIS is to reduce the number of improper referrals to special education by providing
instructional supports to struggling students that is proactive (MN Department of Education).
America’s Choice: One of the nation’s most comprehensive K-12 school improvement
initiatives. “The America’s Choice School Design features research-based teaching strategies, a
2½-hour daily literacy block at the primary school level, in-school math and literacy coaches and
a safety-net system for struggling students that includes double-period courses in literacy and
math” (Toch, 2019, p. 1).
Co-teaching: Involves the coach planning and teaching with the classroom teacher to
allow the coach to model a teaching strategy and provide an opportunity for the teacher to ensure
the correct content is taught (Knight, 2011).
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Job-embedded professional development: Job-embedded professional development
stipulates that most of a teacher’s professional learning occurs during the workday and in the
workplace. It is designed to support team learning (Hirsch & Killion, 2007).
Literacy Coach: Professionals who provide coaching and other professional development
support that enables teachers to think reflectively about improving student learning and
implementing various instructional programs and practices.
The Literacy Collaborative: A comprehensive school reform effort designed to improve
reading, writing and language skills for students in elementary and middle school. Foundational
to the project is on-going professional development through the use of school-based literacy
coaches (Bucker, 2005).
Modeling: Coaches going into classrooms to show the teacher examples of how they can
implement a particular effective practice the teacher wants to learn more about. (Knight, 2007)
Professional Learning Community (PLC): An ongoing process that includes teams of
teachers working collaboratively in cycles of inquiry and action research to achieve better results
for the students they serve. Professional learning communities operate under the assumption that
the key to improved learning for students is continuous job-embedded learning for educators (All
Things PLC, 2021).
Reading specialist: Teachers who have additional training in helping struggling students.
They work with students on specific literacy skills such as decoding, fluency and comprehension
(Deussen et al., 2007)
Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy Grant (SRCL): The Minnesota Department of
Education was awarded a $21.5 million grant to improve reading skills of students from birth
through grade 12. Minnesota reallocated these funds as the SRCL grant to be used to provide
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coaching support for teachers and educational leaders, strengthen evidence-based literacy
practices, and engage families with the goal of increasing literacy skills of disadvantaged youth
across the state. This was a competitive grant process (MN Department of Education, 2018).
Title I: Title I, Part A is part of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. It provides
funds to local educational agencies and schools with high numbers or percentages of students
from low-income families. The purpose of the funding it so helps ensure all students meet state
academic standards (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
World’s Best Workforce (WBWF): Developed in 2013, Minnesota Statute, section
120B.11 to ensure school districts and charter schools in Minnesota strengthen student
achievement through teaching and learning supports. District and charter school strategic plans
must address the following goals of the WBWF:
•

All children are ready for school.

•

All third-graders can read at grade level.

•

All racial and economic achievement gaps between students are closed.

•

All students are ready for career and college.

•

All students graduate from high school. (MN Department of Education, n.d.)

Summary
This dissertation is organized into five chapters. Chapter I consists of the introduction to
the study, statement of the problem, and the purpose of the study. Chapter I also includes the
conceptual framework, research questions that guide the study, assumptions, delimitations, and
definitions of key terms in the study. Chapter II, a review of related literature, is comprised of a
summary of the research pertaining to four themes: historical perspectives of instructional and
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literacy coaching, elements of literacy coaching, challenges and strengths of literacy coaching as
a means to support teachers with the implementation of research-based practices, and the role
of the principal in supporting a literacy and coaching culture. Chapter III details a description of
the methodology used in the study, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, specifics of
the population and sample for the study, and the instrumentation and data collection methods.
Chapter IV presents the data, an analysis of the data, and findings of the study. Chapter V reports
the study’s conclusions, limitations, and considerations for future research.
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Chapter II: Review of Related Literature
In the following review of related literature, research regarding the use of literacy
coaches as a means of job-embedded professional development and what teachers and literacy
coaches identify as the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations is
summarized. Four themes emerged in the literature review: the background of instructional
coaching, the principles of literacy coaching, challenges and strengths of literacy coaching, and
leadership and literacy coaching, including the role of the principal in supporting a culture of
literacy and coaching.
Introduction
Research has long shown one-time professional development experiences for teachers in
schools across the country are not effective and are criticized for multiple reasons. One
fundamental reason for the criticism is the lack of follow-up and support in implementing new
learning (Garet et al., 2001; Knight, 2007). The notion new learning is unlikely to be
implemented without additional follow up and support has been a realization in education since
the 1980s (Joyce & Showers, 1996). As early as the 1950s, national movements in education
focused on the need to look at academic quality and equity differently, and by the early 1970s,
educators acknowledged that even the best efforts to improve academics and equity were not
coming to fruition (Joyce & Showers, 1996). An assumption teachers would take new learning
and implement the new practices in classrooms was proven inaccurate (Joyce & Showers, 1996).
Background of Instructional Coaching
In the early 1980s, Joyce and Showers investigated and later confirmed their hypothesis if
new learning was followed by working with a coach, the end result of transferring learning
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would be more probable than with training alone (1996). Early on, the idea for coaching
positions differed based on resources available in the schools, but the purpose of coaching
remained relatively the same with a focus on transferring teacher learning from the workshop to
implementation in the classroom (Raney & Robins, 1989; Showers, 1985).
Joyce and Showers recognized additional expertise was ideal for the coach (Showers,
1985). Showers (1985) defined the purpose of coaching to be three-fold and emphasized coaches
needed additional training around these purposes to be successful. First, the purpose was to build
a community of teachers who learned and studied the craft of teaching together; she paralleled
coaching to a “communal activity” (Showers, 1985, p. 44). The second purpose was to establish
collective language and common understanding of concepts and skills to deepen and advance
learning for teachers. The final purpose of coaching provided the necessary structure to follow
up and support any new trainings (Showers, 1985). Based on the three purposes identified, early
models of coaching that emerged were peer and cognitive coaching (Joyce & Showers, 1996;
Raney & Robbins, 1989; Showers, 1985). Regarding the evolution of professional learning,
Joyce and Showers (1996) stated, “We moved from the 50s and 60s where the probability of
implementation was extremely low to a very simple technology that virtually reversed the odds”
(p. 14).
Despite changes in instructional coaching since its inception and regardless of the model
implemented, one critical constant has been the coach is not an evaluator but rather a colleague;
this fundamental notion holds true today (Joyce & Showers, 1996; Raney & Robbins, 1989;
Showers, 1985). Showers (1985) concluded that evaluation infers judgment about an individual’s
ability, and coaching is about supporting the learning process.
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Cathy Toll, whose name is synonymous with literacy coaching, acknowledged reading
specialists are referenced back as early as the 1920s, but only two programs, “The Literacy
Collaborative and America’s Choice” (Cornett et al., 2009, p. 58), included literacy coaching as
an embedded component. However, widespread attention came about when literacy coaching
was included in the federal guidelines for the Reading First program (Cornett et al., 2009). These
federal guidelines indicated professional development for teachers should consist of ongoing,
continuous activity, and not one-time workshops. In addition, the Reading First program pointed
out the need for the inclusion of literacy coaches and other teachers of reading ( Cornett et al.,
2009; U.S. Department of Education, 2002). According to Rita Bean, a reading specialist from
the University of Pittsburgh, the origination of the Reading First schools provided funding for
coaches who focused on professional development to support K-3 teachers in the implementation
of key strategies of reading instruction based on research outlined in the National Reading Panel
Report, such as an uninterrupted literacy block (Strong & Jay, 2012). The rapid implementation
of literacy coaching generated innovation and creation, which is still evolving (Cornett et al.,
2009).
Instructional Coaching as a Professional Development Model
In response to various education reforms focused on increased accountability and
criticism of instructional practices and strategies, schools across the country continue to rely on
coaches to support teachers (Lowenhaupt et al., 2013). In Unmistakable Impact: A Partnership
Approach for Dramatically Improving Instruction, Knight (2011) affirmed traditional workshops
in professional development as a necessary tool to introduce and engage teachers in new
learning. However, he points out also the need for support to move from learning to
implementation in the classroom. He recapitulated, “Effective workshops focus on the target, and
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they are supported by coaching” (Knight, 2011, p. 10). Coaching must be integrated into the
larger picture of professional development because, without it, changes in teacher practice are
improbable with little impact on teacher efficacy (Gibbons & Cobb, 2017; Knight, 2011).
Instructional coaches provide a focused assistance to teachers by bringing supported
instructional change and embedding effective practices, which lead to increased teacher
confidence and competence (Knight, 2011; Lowenhaupt et al., 2013; Strong & Jay, 2012).
Instructional coaching, as a means to obtain professional growth, provides a promising
alternative organized around focused, job-embedded support for teachers (Gibbons & Cobb,
2017; Knight, 2011; Kraft & Blazar, 2017).
John Hattie (2009), prominent researcher in education and author of Visible Learning, has
synthesized more than 800 studies around the contributing factors for the best learning in
schools. According to Hattie’s (2009) research synthesis, “The most critical aspects contributed
by the teacher are the quality of the teacher and nature of the teacher-student relationship” (p.
126). Learning theorists contend the most effective learning occurs when individuals are
provided with opportunities to engage in discussion and reflection with colleagues as well as
practice new learnings with feedback and modeling from others (Marsh et al., 2010). Based on
the nexus between Hattie’s research regarding the teacher’s impact on the effect size of student
achievement and teachers need to implement new learning and support students, it becomes
evident that an effective professional development model supports teachers implementing new
learning, teachers engaging in continuous improvement, and contains structures to build
individual teacher capacity (Marsh et al., 2010).
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After the examination of peer-reviewed journals consisting of over 700 citations, Gibbons
and Cobb (2017) identified five characteristics of high-quality professional development
reflecting the value of instructional coach in a teacher’s professional growth.
These five characteristics include: (a) opportunities must be intensive and ongoing;
(b) focus must be on the problems that teachers encounter in their daily work; (c)
professional learning should orient teachers to focus on student thinking; (d) development
of teacher communities should be fostered, which provide opportunities to develop a
common professional discourse that names critical aspects of instructional practice and
student learning; and (e) opportunities should be provided to both investigate and enact
specific pedagogical routines and practices. (pp. 413-414)
Gibbons and Cobb (2017) concluded these characteristics are fundamental both in working with
both groups of teachers and individual teachers.
Collaboration, modeling, observing, and providing feedback and support were identified
as activities coaches engage in with teachers (Gibbons & Cobb, 2017; Knight, 2007). The
characteristics and activities specified provide a framework across the various models of
coaching. Through delineating instructional techniques, modes of coaching, and interpersonal
skills, coaches need to fulfill their roles as pivotal staff members central to the schools (Poglinco
et al., 2003). Day (2015) summarized, “Coaching—in whatever form—encouraged
collaboration. Although the work of coaches took many forms, the foundation of a coaching
approach builds, nurtures and values a collaborative approach to learning” (p. 100).
Recent literature on teacher learning calls for professional development sustained over
time (Cornett et al., 2009; Eisenberg et al., 2017; Stefaniak, 2017). The duration of professional
development activities is expected to be important in two ways. First, longer activities are more
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likely to provide an opportunity for in-depth discussion of content, student conceptions or
misconceptions, and pedagogical strategies. Second, “activities that extend over time are more
likely to allow teachers to try out new practices in the classroom and obtain feedback on their
teaching” (Garet et al., 2001, p. 917). Despite research identifying the need for more in-depth,
individualized, and sustained engagement in professional development, limited guidance exists
related to the structure and core elements of professional development activities engaging
coaches. Current guidance is often distributed at a broad level and not specific to the literacy
coaches working with teachers (International Reading Association, 2003; L’Allier & Elish-Piper,
2006).
Foundations of Literacy Coaching
Dating back to the No Child Left Behind legislation, large scale literacy initiatives have
been grounded in coaching to improve achievement for students (U.S. Department of Education,
n.d.). Perhaps one of the most notable initiatives was the Reading First Grant executed by the
U.S. Department of Education (Cornett et al., 2009). According to the Reading First Final Impact
Study conducted by the National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance
(Gamse et al., 2008), there were five essential components foundational to literacy development:
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. In addition, a
cornerstone of Reading First was to provide job-embedded professional development focused on
supporting teachers in implementing these literacy components as well as reviewing and
responding to literacy data (Bright & Hensley, 2010; Deussen et al., 2007; Gamse et al., 2008).
According to the Minnesota Department of Education, the United States Department of
Education awarded MDE a $21.5 million grant to advance literacy skills, including pre-literacy,
reading, and writing, for students ages birth to 12th grade. The Striving Readers Comprehensive
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Literacy (SRCL) Grant was to serve approximately 30,000 students across the state of
Minnesota. Similar to the Reading First grant, the focus of SRCL aimed to improve core
instruction and build staff aptitude to provide students with evidence-based practices through
literacy coaching and resources to support literacy rich environments for students (MN
Department of Education, 2018). The implementation work plan shared by Minnesota
Department of Education included two priorities. The first was to initially develop a structure to
implement and sustain evidence-based literacy practices in core instruction and the second was
to develop quality instructional practices through coaching and professional development that
would uphold the implementation of the goals included in SRCL (MN Department of Education,
2018).
The training of literacy coaches connected with the SRCL grant included a minimum of
12 trainings intending to increase the capacity of coaches to support educators and families.
Training specifically related to evidence-based practices was included to help ensure teachers
were confident and students could demonstrate understanding of the English Language Arts
(ELA) standards (MN Department of Education, 2018).
Learners cannot benefit from evidence-based programs and practices that they do not
receive. Teachers, administrators, and other connected educators must receive training,
coaching, and data they need to inform their practice. (MN Department of Education,
2018)
In August of 2018, the Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy Theory Action Plan was
released which consisted of identifying the purpose of the funding, recognizing the need to
develop a coaching model and training plan that assissted leaders, literacy coaches and teachers.
Coaches would support teachers in implementing evidence-based practices daily resulting in
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students developing strong knowledge, skills, and disposition that ensures literacy success (MN
Department of Education, 2018).
Jennifer Dixon (2015), an elementary literacy coach in a Chicago elementary school,
engaged in action research focused on supporting confidence and implementation of new
instructional literacy practices. Dixon’s research included statistics by D. J. Hernandez on the
long-term impact of students not reading proficiently by third grade:
About 16% of children who are not reading proficiently by the end of third grade do not
graduate on time, a rate of four times greater than that for proficient readers. For children
living in poverty in addition to lacking reading proficiency by the end of 3rd grade, the
percent of students not graduating from high school on times rises to 35%. (2015, p. 15)
Statistics such as these support the need to look at all approaches in assisting teachers in
implementing effective literacy practices with a positive impact on students’ literacy skills and
strategies (Dixon, 2015). Dixon engaged in action research to study the second year of
implementation of literacy instruction in a large urban elementary school.
As a result of this study, Dixon identified three important aspects for literacy coaches as
they work through a change process with teachers. First, trust is fundamental to a successful
teacher and coach partnership; absent trust teachers often feel threatened. Second, literacy
coaches should spend the greater part of their time working with teachers in activities that lead to
the implementation of practices that are highly effective. Activities may include modeling,
observation-debrief, working on targeted instruction strategies as well as participating in
professional development. The final recommendation in Dixon’s study emphasized the use of
action research to mentor and support teachers experiencing change (Dixon, 2015).
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Teacher and Coach Partnership. Building relationships and establishing rapport are the
most important work of instructional coaches in the first months collaborating with teachers.
Even after time, building and maintaining healthy relationships remain a central focus of
instructional coaches’ work (Knight, 2007; Lowenhaupt et al., 2013; Stefaniak, 2017; Toll,
2007). Jan Miller Burkins, a practicing literacy coach and author of Practical Literacy Coaching:
A Collection of Tools to Support Your Work, identified relationships as the most critical element
in effective literacy coaching. She explained these relationships can be fostered or quelled based
on the words we elect to use with teachers (Burkins, 2009). Teachers must first trust the coach
and have a personal connection with them in order to engage in difficult conversations about
instruction (Lowenhaupt et al., 2013). Toll expounded, asserting trust only develops when people
are engaged in some sort of activity together—preferably when the engagement is repeated.
Research suggests trust is a derivative of both a personal connection between people and the
sense the other person will behave in a trustworthy manner (Toll, 2007).
The practice of coaching occurs within confidential relationships. There are at
least three reasons for this. First, when coaches deal with what matters to teachers,
they are privileged to see and hear information others will not see and hear …
Second, coaching is much more productive when collaborating teachers are open
about their ideas, thoughts and fears …Third, when we ensure coaching is
confidential, we increase the chances the teacher will choose to work with a
coach. (Knight, 2011, p. 99)
The relationship between the coach and the teacher is strengthened through
effective communication. Communication must allow for the coach and the teacher to,
“connect, accept, and develop trust,” (Toll, 2018a). Communication directing a teacher’s
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actions must be used sparingly and only in specific circumstances, as it limits problemsolving conversations and is often unproductive. Being aware of the goal of the
conversation and mindful of the role of the coach will allow the coach to connect with the
teacher and enhance the relationship (Toll, 2018a). The ultimate goal of the teacher-coach
relationship is the teacher receiving sufficient support to gain a clear understanding of the
practice so they can implement and sustain the practice without help from the coach
(Fullan & Knight, 2011). Rodgers (2014) stated:
If literacy coaching is to succeed in making a critical difference it will not be enough to
coach more and more. Coaches will need to think about how they can engage teachers in
repeated and intense coaching experiences that use shared goals, visible products, and
small tests of small changes so that coaching can serve as a source as innovation for
school systems. (p. 265)
Authors of the Hanover Research report further developed a positive teacher-coach
relationship in a 2015 study finding the promotion of a positive teacher-coach relationship.
Hanover results included embedding adult learning principles into the relationship, not having
the coach evaluate a teacher, and for the coach to recognize and honor teachers’ need for
independence and autonomy to make decisions about their learning In addition to having a
collaborative relationship between the teacher and the literacy coach, Toll (2018b) identified the
importance of having clear, defined roles and responsibilities for the literacy coach and teacher
as they work together.
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Clear Roles and Responsibilities Around the Teacher and Coach Work. When
creating an instructional coaching program resulting in changed behavioral, pedagogical, and
content knowledge reciprocation, the relationship between the coach and the teacher must be
clearly defined (Hanover Research, 2015; Toll, 2018). Instructional coaching models providing
clear targets and goals have a higher degree of impact in improving teacher practice and student
outcomes. Without effective and ongoing feedback, coaching is not likely to be an effective
method of teacher growth or implemented strategies (Connor, 2017). The coach and supervisor
can make decisions about a coach’s allocation of time and resources when job descriptions and
performance expectations are clearly defined (Cornett et al., 2009).
Literacy coaches need to focus on evidence-based coaching activities anticipating needs
and supporting student achievement in reading. To do this effectively, coaches must spend the
majority of their time working in classrooms and collaborating with teachers (Elish-Piper et al.,
2008). “Of the eight tasks rated by at least 90% of the coaches as central to their role, four fell
under the category of supporting teachers’ instruction” (Bright & Hensley, 2010, p. 16). Literacy
coaches ordinarily observe instruction; confer with teachers; model teaching; provide assessment
support; and offer individual, small group, and schoolwide professional development
opportunities (Elish-Piper et al., 2008; Toll, 2006; Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010). Tasks in this
category related to interpreting assessment results, designing and monitoring the effectiveness of
strategies for struggling readers, and observing and providing feedback to teachers were viewed
as most central to the coaching role (Bright & Hensley, 2010).
In A Study of the Effectiveness of K-3 Literacy Coaches, research aggregated by the
National Reading Technical Center for Assistance, the majority of coaches identified an
adequate balance between the time allotted to self-defined essential tasks and tasks identified as
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most important by others. Despite this balance, coaches noted a barrier remained modeling in the
classroom, which they deemed most impactful (Bright & Hensley, 2010).
The balance of leadership between the coach and teacher is a delicate one (Toll, 2018).
“In coach-teacher partnerships, coaches do lead, but with the subtlest of direction and coaches
and teachers move through the partnership in synchronicity” (Toll, 2018, p. 15). If the coach
takes too persistent of a lead, the teacher is left with a feeling of a disrespected contributor to the
partnership (Toll, 2006, 2018). Literacy coaches guide the sharing of fundamental components of
effective literacy instruction while teachers prepare and evolve lesson plans collaboratively
allowing for new learning on effective literacy instruction to be integrated into their practice
(Bright & Hensley, 2010). Without coaches to provide explicit instruction, to model in
classrooms, or provide positive and encouraging sincere feedback, few new practices reach
implementation, and those that do are usually done so poorly (Cornett et al., 2009; Knight,
2007). The instructional coach’s individual skill set and understanding of the individual teacher’s
instructional goals and current practices are essential in supporting teachers as they experiment
with and adopt new instructional strategies and practices (Poglinco et al., 2003).
Coaching often consists of classroom observations followed by specific feedback about
teachers’ practices and suggestions for improvement (Kraft & Blazar, 2017). Providing this
feedback may be the most significant but also the most challenging for coaches (Atteberry &
Bryk, 2011; Toll, 2018). Coaches who are not confident in their own knowledge and skill may be
reluctant to offer the most direct and beneficial feedback. In addition, coaches’ beliefs about
effective practices may be different from beliefs of the teachers they work with making the
feedback suboptimal and underutilized (Toll, 2018). As relationships are being formed between
the coach and the teacher, it is important for the coach to listen and learn from the teacher. This
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includes listening to teachers’ considerations regarding effective practices. This is also an
opportunity for the literacy coach to share their beliefs so it is less likely to create conflict as they
delve into more discussion around effective instructional literacy practices (Toll, 2018). Coaches
need to support teachers in feeling sufficiently comfortable to ask questions and seek feedback.
To do this effectively, coaches must encourage, not judge (Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010).
“Supportive conversations, explore new ideas and reflect upon instructional practice and foster
collegiality and collaboration amongst staff” (Brown, 2016, p. 17).
It is also important for principals to understand literacy coaching and the coaches in their
buildings. “In short, the principal focuses everyone’s attention on the target; the instructional
coach makes it easier to get there” (Knight, 2011, p. 98). The principal’s understanding can
create support for the teacher-coach relationship by establishing an eagerness and sense of
healthy urgency for coaching, preparing teachers to engage with coaches, and developing a
community of adult learners that collaborate. This is when coaching flourishes (Toll, 2018). The
communication from leadership is important as is the connection between the coach and teacher.
Principles of Literacy Coaching
The literacy coach “provides ongoing consistent support for the implementation and
instruction components. It is non-threatening and supportive—not evaluative. It gives a sense of
how good professional development is. It also affords the opportunity to see it work with
students” (Poglinco et al., 2003, as cited in International Reading Association, 2003, p. 3).
Leading researchers in the field of literacy coaching, L’Allier et al. (2010) synthesized the
findings from their studies and related literature to establish seven guiding principles that literacy
coaches can apply to focus their work on the advancement of literacy teaching and learning in
the elementary classroom. The seven guiding principles included:
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1. Coaching requires specialized knowledge.
2. Time working with the teacher is the focus of coaching.
3. Collaborative relationships are essential for coaching.
4. Coaching that supports student reading achievement focuses on a set of core activities
5. Coaching must be both intentional and opportunistic.
6. Coaches must be literacy leaders in the school.
7. Coaching evolves over time. (pp. 545-552)
Based on the review of related literature around literacy coaching, coaches requiring specialized
knowledge, time working with the teacher, and collaborative relationships emerged as the most
frequent themes.
Coaching Requires Specialized Knowledge. The primary function of the literacy coach
is to help teachers strengthen instruction through continuous, job-embedded professional
development (Atteberry & Bryk, 2011; Desimone, 2017; Elish-Piper et al., 2008; L’Allier et al.,
2010; MacPhee & Hunt, 2018; Rodgers, 2014). Coaching exists as a means to build communities
of teachers engaging in studying the art of teaching, develop a common language needed for the
study of new knowledge and skills, and provide a structure for training essential for
implementing new teaching skills and strategies (Showers, 1985).
A study conducted by Chin-Wen Chien (2013) analyzed the instructional coach’s role as
an elementary school language teachers’ professional developer In addition, Chien and others
add literacy coaches must possess extensive knowledge of the reading process, acquisition, and
instruction; be skilled and effective presenters; experience working with teachers to increase the
effectiveness of his or her practice; and have knowledge and competence observing, modeling
and ensuring feedback to teachers (Chien, 2013; Dixon, 2015.; L’Allier et al., 2010; Selvaggi,
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2016). Furthermore, coaches must learn to coach, implying coaches need to learn to relate to and
work with adult learners (Chien, 2013).
The role of the literacy coach requires an individual to possess expertise in both teaching
young learners within a literacy framework as well as working with other adults on enhancing
their practice (Amendum, 2014; Atteberry & Bryk, 2011; L’Allier et al., 2010). Literacy coaches
assist teachers to better understand evidence-based pedagogy, reflect on current practices, and
change as needed based on what research asserts and their students need (Bright & Hensley,
2010). Literacy coaches will often have additional schooling beyond the one required for
teaching. “A graduate degree that leads to advanced certification helps them [literacy coaches]
gain in-depth knowledge of literacy and provides opportunities for them to learn about how to
work with teachers to improve their practice” (L’Allier et al., 2010, p. 545).
Modeling approaches to instruction, classroom organization, and assessment allows a
coach to demonstrate effective practices of a specific skill or strategy (Toll, 2007). Professional
development and growth is a continuous process of learning that supports teachers with the
knowledge to implement evidence-based instructional strategies and instruction intended to
increase student learning (Brown, 2016). Literacy coaching helps to bridge the new learning to
more tangible applications in the classroom (Brown, 2016; Knight, 2007).
In 2004, The National Reading Technical Assistance Center released guidelines on the
role and qualifications of the literacy coach. The minimum qualifications emphasized the need
for the coach to be an excellent reading teacher, preferably at the grade levels they are coaching;
have in-depth knowledge of reading processes, acquisition assessment, and instruction; have
experience working with teachers to improve their practice; be a strong leader and presenter; and
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have the experience and training that allows them to model, observe, and provide feedback to the
teacher around instruction (Bright & Hensley, 2010).
Instructional coaches have the most potential for having an impact with teachers by
focusing on “high-leverage practices that truly respond to teachers’ most pressing concerns”
(Knight, 2007, p. 22). Knight’s (2007) “Big Four,” provide a framework that include behavior,
content knowledge, direct instruction, and formative assessment (p. 23). When teachers and
coaches come together, the work they engage in will likely fall into one of these four focus areas
(Knight, 2007).
Time Working with Teachers is the Focus of Coaching. Coaching can be utilized
during routine classroom activities as a means to help teachers identify evidence-based
strategies, reflect on interactions with students, seek solutions for challenges, and receive
feedback (Brown, 2016; Desimone, 2009; Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010). The way in which a
coach interacts with a teacher should be strategic, focused, and aligned to the goal of improving
practices and teacher knowledge (Atteberry & Bryk, 2011; Brown, 2016; MacPhee & Hunt,
2018).
Vanderburg and Stephens (2010) conducted a study to better understand the impact of
literacy coaches on teachers. The authors analyzed interviews with 35 teachers participating in
South Carolina’s Reading Initiative and sought to understand coaches’ actions found useful by
teachers. The study also looked to determine ways teachers’ beliefs and practices altered during
the work with a coach. Patterns in data indicated teachers valued the coach’s ability to create
space for collaboration, provide ongoing assistance, and provide professional development
around evidence-based instructional strategies. Teachers also noted the coach supported them
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with trying new practices, incorporating additional authentic assessments, grounding decisions in
research, and creating more student-focused curriculum (Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010). Critical
to their findings was the various ways the coach and teacher interact. Toll studied the objectives
of a literacy coach interacting with a teacher and determined three primary purposes.
Toll (2006) identified three broad purposes for literacy coaches to interact with teachers;
this included teacher remediation, program implementation, and teacher growth. Central to each
of these interactions is working directly with the teacher to engage in a focused, intentional
partnership. Literacy coaches interacting with teachers to improve practices verses other roles
more managerial or administrative in nature is critical to the success of instructional coaching
(Amendum, 2014; Desimone, 2009; Knight, 2007; Toll, 2006).
Jennifer Dixon’s 2015 study focused on literacy coaching increasing teacher confidence
and the implementation of new instructional practices. Dixon made three recommendations for
literacy coaches supporting teachers through change. First, literacy coaches should spend the
majority of time with teachers, the teacher and literacy coach should engage in action research
together, and literacy coaches should make building relationships with teachers a priority. Time
with teachers would include engaging in activities leading to increased levels of implementation
of effective literacy practices. Modeling, upon request, observing with an opportunity to debrief,
learning together through professional literature and videos of specific instructional strategies,
and participating in professional development alongside colleagues were identified as one
strategy. The other two recommendations included the use of action research and establishing
trusting relationships with teachers so teachers are not threatened by the coaching relationship
(Dixon, 2015).
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Collaborative Relationships are Essential for Coaching. The most effective practices
used by literacy coaches in their work with teachers are already known and vary based on the
needs of the teacher and students (Knight ,2011). Essential to this relationship is effectively
working together. From the start, the coach and teachers’ work must be grounded in the
development of a trusting relationship with the educators they support (Dixon, 2015). Coaches
establish trust by openly respecting teachers’ professional knowledge and following through on
the commitments they make to teachers (Cornett et al., 2009; Selvaggi, 2016). Coaches need to
share a willingness to answer questions and propose solutions; making sure not to offer the
definite solution provides an opportunity to build the teacher-coach relationship through
“facilitative communication” (L’Allier et al., 2010, p. 548).
Knight (2011) identified the importance of equality, with the teacher and the coach as
equal partners in the work as critical in the development of the collaborative relationship. The
literacy coach listens to the teacher and works to learn to support the teacher. Parallel with an
equal partnership is the instructional coach inviting and respecting the voice of the teacher and
encouraging the teacher to find their voice and perspective (Cornett et al., 2009). As the
relationship progresses, it should elicit genuine conversation resulting in two-way dialogue
where the coach does not dominate the conversation. In addition, the coach and teacher become
partners in learning working together to build and implement content. The coach is mindful of
supporting teachers’ implementation of what was built in the collaborative learning (Cornett et
al., 2009; Toll, 2006). Toll (2006) states, “Teachers engaged in collaborative coaching projects
work in an atmosphere of respect and relationship building where the strengths of all involved
are shared and considered” (p. 17).
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Following the administration of assessments and reviewing results with a teacher, the
coach is able to help interpret results, offering suggestions for differentiation and best meeting
the needs of students. When the literacy coach observes instruction, they can offer valid and
supportive feedback allowing the teacher to calibrate and reinforce implementation of effective
practices. Conferencing with a teacher, allows for a discussion focused on instruction,
curriculum, strategies, and students in a comprehensive manner. When the literacy coach models
instruction, the classroom teacher is able to see effective practices at work with their own
students, providing a foundation to future support in implementation of these practices (ElishPiper et al., 2008; L’Allier et al., 2010). Coaches build teachers’ knowledge of effective literacy
instruction by engaging them in a continuous partnership and develops the teachers’ pedagogical
skills through modeling, and providing guidance and feedback as teachers implement new
strategies and practices in the classroom (Matsumura & Wang, 2014).
Although it is helpful to have these broad categories identified as a framework for the
work of instructional coaches, Toll (2018a) asserts these same categories can be challenging for
literacy coaches because they are in similar roles previously done by others, such as
“supervisors, professional developers, and technicians for many years but have not produced
success for all children as literate learners” (p. 57) Toll contends a more contemporary model of
literacy coaching encompasses the coaches partnering with teachers to learn together, set goals,
plan, and execute plans together (2018a). With this new model, teachers and coaches find the
work to be more impactful and responsive to the needs of teachers and students (Toll, 2018a;
Cornett et al., 2009). Irrespective of the model, challenges exist in literacy coaching.
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Challenges and Strengths of Literacy Coaches as a Means to Support
Teachers and the Implementation of Research-Based Practices
Challenges in Literacy Coaching
Across the United States and world, instructional coaching has been implemented to
increase the professional capacity of teachers and, in turn, improve learning experiences for
students (Lowenhaupt et al., 2013). However, literacy coaches often lack clarity in name and
role; face resistance from teachers with whom they work; (Cornett et al., 2009; Day, 2015; ElishPiper et al., 2008); and are pulled away from coaching teachers, which is fundamental to their
work (Toll, 2006). Frequently, literacy coaches struggle to define coaching and their roles
because their roles can vary across the district. In addition, the role of the literacy coach may not
be clearly communicated with teachers (Burkins, 2009; Toll, 2018b; Lowenhaupt et al., 2013) .
The vagueness of the literacy coach role can lead to coaches being in a position of perceived
evaluation and directing teachers instructionally. Blurring the line between the coach and the
administrator may result in an unintended lack of respect for teachers and the erosion of the
coach-teacher relationship (Burkins, 2009).
School cultures have evolved to protect teachers from engaging in conversation about
practice (Lowenhaupt et al., 2013). Because of this, trust and the isolated nature of teaching have
been identified as barriers to literacy coaching (Day, 2015; Lowenhaupt et al., 2013). As it
became more evident teaching in isolation is not effective, instructional coaching emerged as an
effort to remove this barrier by adding a peer [instructional coach] in the position of providing
“nonevaluative “ formative feedback. Coaches were intentionally kept on the teacher contract
and if teachers felt threatened by the idea of someone entering their room coaches were able to
remind them they were peers on the same contract, pay scale, and level of authority (Lowenhaupt
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et al., 2013; Toll, 2018a). Despite coaches and teachers remaining on the same teaching contract,
gaining access to classrooms remains a challenge. Not all colleagues in a school or district
welcome coaches into the classroom thus a lack of buy-in and a reluctance to engage with a
coach remains (Bright & Hensley, 2010; Day, 2015). Adding to the lack of buy-in and reluctance
is the sporadic belief literacy coaches do not have to work as diligently or be accountable for
time leaving some teachers questioning the value of coaches in an age of accountability for
student achievement (Day, 2015).
Another significant barrier for literacy coaches is not enough time for coaching. Because
literacy coaches do not work with students, duties outside the realm of supporting literacy
instruction with teachers often get added to their work responsibilities. When this happens, the
reality of the literacy coaches’ roles and responsibilities result in being markedly different from
the intent of the literacy coach position (Lowenhaupt et al., 2013; Toll, 2018b). The daily
schedule of the literacy coach fluctuates based on the needs and availability of teachers. This
poses a challenge because it opens up the literacy coaches’ schedule at times, making it
convenient to utilize the coach in areas outside their coaching responsibilities (Elish-Piper et al.,
2008). It becomes important for coaches and administrators to rely on research to ensure the
coach is allocating their time in a manner most and aligned to research and therefore working
directly with teachers (L’Allier et al., 2010).
The specific conditions of literacy coaches within a district contributes to the difficulty in
defining the role of the literacy coach (Elish-Piper et al., 2008). Coaches are frequently viewed
as, and in the position of, quasi-administrators, which complicates the work they engage in with
teachers. This quasi-administrative role, even if it is not accurate, makes developing relationships
and accessing classrooms challenging because teachers may view the literacy coach as an
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evaluator over a colleague supporting professional growth of effective literacy practices
(Lowenhaupt et al., 2013; C. A. Toll, 2007). Developing a collaborative working relationship
between the teacher and the coach has also been identified as a challenge.
When coaches come from within in a school system stronger relationships can be
established earlier than someone coming from outside the school or district yet can also prove to
be a challenge. Teachers who become literacy coaches can result in a shift in the perception of
the coaches’ role to a teacher (Day, 2015). When the coach comes from within the system, the
need to clarify roles and responsibilities becomes even more critical as lack of clarity will lead
people to challenge the coaches’ new position and impact the literacy coaches’ effectiveness
(Day, 2015).
Goals set at a school or district level must reflect student achievement, while coaching is
about teacher learning; a challenge remains proving student achievement can be positively
impacted by focusing on teacher learning. Intuitively, educators agree with the notion students
benefit from teacher learning, but it is difficult and complex to substantiate (Day, 2015). Literacy
coaching stipulates teachers are problem solvers with access to resources to support their work.
Coaching relies on human relationships to make it possible for peers to share common principles
and accountability to standards of practice and student achievement (Atteberry & Bryk, 2011).
Toll (2008) found:
The success of literacy coaches is impeded by a variety of factors: competing programs
of instruction, questionable understanding of the literacy process among educational
leaders, policy makers and teachers, failure to clearly define the role of literacy coaches,
lack of attention to characteristics of adult learners; and so on. Still we go to work every
day with hopes for the success of literacy coaching. (p. 10)
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Despite these challenges, studies how the implementation of instructional coaching in
literacy and math correlates with increased teacher effectiveness, enhancement in teaching and
ultimately increased student achievement as measured on standardized tests (Gibbons & Cobb,
2017).
Strengths in Literacy Coaching
Literacy coaches serve as a valuable resource to classroom teachers by providing
necessary, job-embedded, ongoing professional development and hands-on support as teachers
sharpen their craft of implementing evidence-based literacy instruction (Bright & Hensley, 2010;
Gibbons & Cobb, 2017; Ittner, 2015). The scale of professional learning is narrowed so new
learning can be clearly understood, first by coaches and administrators and eventually by all
teachers in a school (Knight, 2011).
Pipes (2004) explored and documented the diverse roles of the coach and the impact on
student reading achievement in Alabama. Pipes found coaches (termed reading specialists in the
study) who served primarily as instructional coaches appeared to have a positive relationship to
substantial school-wide reading achievement. Conversely, coaches who served primarily as
intervention teachers appeared to have a negative relationship to substantial school-wide reading
achievement (Pipes, 2004).
Nicole Day reviewed data from 27 final reports of action research projects on
instructional coaching, as instructional coaching was part of the Alberta Initiative for School
Improvement (AISI). Day’s 2015 study, A Synthesis of Action Research on Coaching, reviewed
action research undertaken by teachers and specifically focused on instructional coaching as a
strategy. Day’s findings showed, regardless of the method or form coaching takes, a successful
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coaching model resulted in positive work originating from two central features, including
collaboration and positive practice (2015).
The importance of the role coaching plays in helping teachers change their instructional
practice cannot be overstated. The role of the coach is central to bringing about instructional
change and ensuring individual and groups of teachers remain focused on professional
development activities aimed to achieve goals (Poglinco et al., 2003). Researchers found
teachers were more likely to implement changes in instruction while being coached and changes
implemented while working with a coach were sustained beyond the coaching relationship
(Elish-Piper et al., 2008; Marsh et al., 2010). Although pre- and in-service training introduced
teachers to effective uses of scientifically-based research strategies in their classrooms, teachers
must continue to receive support to advance their reading instruction skills. Literacy coaches
support this effort (Bright & Hensley, 2010).
“Literacy coaches need to prioritize the activities they implement so they focus on
evidence-based practices associated with student achievement gains” (L’Allier et al. 2010, p.
552). Coaches should spend time observing classroom instruction, offering feedback as teachers
implement new learning and practices in the classroom, discussing results of assessments with
teachers, and modeling in classrooms as needed if student literacy growth is the goal of this time
(Elish-Piper et al., 2008; L’Allier et al., 2010; Matsumura & Wang, 2014).
The coach-teacher relationship must be built on a foundation of trust to be effective.
Coaches need to work collaboratively with teachers to ensure the coaching the teacher engages in
aligns with their professional goal (Dixon, 2015.). Literacy coaches build relationships and
create partnerships in response to teacher needs. When relationships are in place, coaches are
able to find a balance between supporting teachers as they reflect on instructional practice and

49
offering them insight from a new perspective (Burkins, 2009; Toll, 2007). Coaches assist
teachers in problem solving instructional practices by engaging them in activities focused on
fundamental content, students learning, and pedagogical beliefs that support student literacy
(Gibbons & Cobb, 2017).
At its peak, literacy coaching continues to move teachers further from isolated practices
toward professional inquiry as a collaborative process, pushing teachers to be better at the art of
teaching (Day, 2015). Day also contends coaches who provide support related to a specific
strategy or skill in lieu of more generic feedback related to the teachers practice were perceived
as less threatening, and teachers viewed this as safer because the focus was more on a strategy
and not on the teacher (2015).
Bright and Hensley (2010) found, “School-based coaching supports the national priority
for improving teacher quality. Best of all, school-based coaching benefits students through
providing high-quality instruction” (p. 37). The positive effects of coaching make the continued
strengthening of the profession of literacy coaching worthwhile (Bright & Hensley, 2010; Day,
2015). However, the continued growth of coaches relies on continuous support from school
leaders (Day, 2015).
Leadership and Literacy Coaching
Principals have been identified as key leaders for instructional transformation in the
school system; this leadership is found to be second only to classroom instruction in terms of
impact on student learning (Bean et al., 2018).
Literacy coaching programs are created when leaders want schools and school systems to
change. When principals understand literacy coaching, they will be effective in creating
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support for coaching, preparing teachers to engage in coaching, demonstrating
enthusiasm for coaching, and developing the collaborative community in which coaching
thrives. (Toll, 2018, p. 37)
The principal plays a critical role in setting the vision and tone for the school by establishing a
clear understanding of the role of the literacy coach in the building (Elish-Piper et al., 2008).
In a study published by The Elementary School Journal, researchers explored principals’
perceptions of the degree of literacy coaches’ involvement in leading literacy improvement
measures; the ways coaches engaged in the coaching role; and the manner in which coaches
interacted with the principal (Bean et al., 2018). Principals valued the work of the literacy coach
and believed them to be important in the development and sustainability of a school-wide
literacy focus but also recognized literacy coaches’ interactions with students would traditionally
fall under the responsibilities of the literacy/reading specialist (Bean et al., 2018). Interactions
with students as opposed to teachers made consistant coaching interactions with teachers
challenging. “When it comes to ensuring that professional learning is focused, integrated, and
leading to change, the principal is the hub of a rapidly moving wheel” (Knight, 2011, p. 49).
In a study of instructional leadership in three urban school districts, increased principal
involvement in professional development for teachers focused specifically on instructional
practice was associated with a higher implementation in teacher practice (Matsumura et al.,
2009). A principal needs to support coaches in the form of professional development, necessary
working conditions, and clear job expectations (Cornett et al., 2009; Selvaggi, 2016). According
to Matumura and Wang (2014), students achieve at higher levels in schools where principals
intentionally focus on instructional improvement in their reform agendas and covet a focused and
ambitious vision for teaching and learning of teachers.
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Principal placement of coaches in the first year is significant to successfully
implementing coaching (Selvaggi, 2016). Continued research reflects active support for coaches
influenced how coaches were accessed by teachers (Matsumura & Wang, 2014). A correlation
exists between the quality of principal leadership and improved student learning (Hattie, 2009;
Knight, 2011; Matumura & Wang, 2014; Selvaggi, 2016). More specifically, achievement gains
correspond with the principal’s capacity to communicate a clear vision for the intended
instructional practices and to support teachers in enhancing instruction (Matsumura et al., 2010).
Selvaggi found the role of the literacy coach can be open to interpretation from both principals
and classroom teachers due to uncertainty of literacy coach’s roles because responsibilities
change how the coach is accessed can be different even in the same district (2016). Therefore,
principals must be careful and intentional about the work they ask literacy coaches to engage in
with teachers (Selvaggi, 2016).
Coaching can be complex to implement. Absent strong leaders, clear expectations, and
adequate time, coaches may have a limited influence on teaching practices (Lowenhaupt et al.,
2013). The various roles the literacy coach engages in can vary depending on the needs of the
building and the direction from the principal. In a study conducted by Selvaggi (2016), one
principal explained the literacy coach provided training on balanced literacy, while another
principal stated the literacy coach met with teachers every six weeks to support professional
development. Individual teacher meetings, grade level meetings, group coaching sessions, and
continued engagement in trainings were a few of the examples principals shared when asked
about how the availability of the coach impacted opportunities for collaboration among teachers.
Responding principals also noted literacy coaches are often considered important to the principal
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because they are able to help the principal better understand and stay current with literacy
research and best practices (Selvaggi, 2016).
A distributed leadership model is often implemented when literacy coaches are in place at
a building, but the principal must remain the primary instructional leader (Hanover Research,
2015; Selvaggi, 2016). In addition, principals should support instructional coaching efforts to
encourage teacher willingness to engage with a coach (Hanover Research, 2015). However,
when a principal informs a teacher they must work with a coach, the coach may have difficult
time engaging teachers in coaching (Knight, 2011). For example, in the teacher observation cycle
used for annual evaluations, the principal needs to be intentional to clearly articulate the
“principal-teacher-literacy coach relationship” (Elish-Piper et al., 2008, p. 11). If a principal
identifies literacy instruction they would like a teacher to focus on, the principal should
recommend the teacher to contact the literacy coach verses asking the literacy coach to contact
the teacher. Following the contact with the literacy coach, the teacher could report back to the
principal with a plan developed collaboratively between the literacy coach and teacher to address
the principal’s concern (Elish-Piper et al., 2008). Such as the case in this example, the principal
can establish a coach as a school leader separate from the administrative team and in a nonevaluative role (Elish-Piper et al., 2008; Hanover Research, 2015). In doing this, “The principal
focuses everyone’s attention on the target, and the instructional coach makes it easier for
teachers to get there (Knight, 2011, p. 98).
The principal and the instructional coach need to work together to ensure teachers with
need for additional support receive the respective support (Knight, 2011). The principal may
empower and charge the coach with planning and leading all professional development around
literacy, but “it is important that administrators are visible or participate in the professional
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development efforts in order to show support for the literacy coach, the staff, and the model or
practices being addressed” (Elish-Piper et al., 2008, p. 11). Principals need to be intentional to
not allow coaches to be distracted in their work by having the coach serve as a substitute, provide
interventions for a student, or step in when the principal is out of the building (Toll, 2018).
Coaches should keep principals advised of whom they are collaborating with and the
focus of the collaboration (Knight, 2011). These principal-coach meetings provide the ability for
the principal and coach to discuss the status of professional learning across the school. In
addition, the meetings provide an opportunity for the principal and coach to engage in
discussion, problem solve, monitor, and adjust to the professional development needs of
teachers. Meetings are also important to keep the principal and coach focused on the goals of the
building and to discuss the overall implementation of teaching strategies and the impact of the
strategies on learning (Elish-Piper et al., 2008; Knight, 2011; Matsumura & Wang, 2014).
Involving principals in the design and implementation of coaching is critical because the
principal and coach need to share beliefs on how to work with and support adult learners
(Knight, 2007). Principals play a key role in ensuring the success of the coaching culture by
conveying support for coaching in a visible manner. Administrators must be intentional and clear
about the purpose of having a coach to support teachers, provide support for the teacher-coach
partnership, and demonstrate through words and actions that coaching is a long-term
commitment of resources to improve practice. When this is done, the school is more likely to see
the positive impact of having instructional coaches supporting teachers implementation of
effective literacy practices (Hanover Research, 2015)
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Summary
The fundamental purpose of professional development is to develop strong, collaborative
work environments that develop a long-standing potential for change and guide and support a
teacher in a way that positively impacts the way they facilitate student learning (Dixon &
Palmer, 2002; Fullan, 2008; Guskey, 2003). Trends in research have shown one-time
professional development opportunities are not conducive to sustained implementation of
effective literacy strategies in the classroom. The goal of coaching is to foster and support
professional development and guide teacher learning experiences into purposeful instructional
targets and goals; both professional development and coaching are about facilitating learning for
individuals and teams of teachers (Brown, 2016).
As determined by the review of related literature, despite the potential for literacy
coaching as a means to support teachers professional growth there are barriers. Clarity of roles,
time for instructional coaching and being perceived as an evaluator are barriers experienced by
many school systems. School and district leadership can help overcome these barriers by
clarifying roles and expectations and finding time for literacy coaching to happen.
Chapter III reviews the statement of the problem, purpose of the study, research
questions, study respondents, the human subject approval process, research design and
implementation, data analysis, and limitations of the study.
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Chapter III: Methodology
Introduction
Analysis of research indicates school-based coaching responds to the national priority of
improving quality instruction (Bright & Hensley, 2010), and one-time professional development
opportunities are unlikely to be implemented without support (Guskey, 2002; Knight, 2007).
The purpose of this study was to examine literacy coaches’ support in select public
elementary schools in Minnesota for teachers’ implementation of effective literacy instructional
practices through job-embedded professional development. The study also sought to determine
the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional
coaches.
The following chapter explains the methodology of the study, including research
questions, design of the study, instrumentation, study participation, data collection and how the
data was treated and used throughout the study.
Statement of the Problem
Though literacy coaches are prevalent in schools across the nation and endorsed in state
and federal education plans to impact teacher practice and increase student proficiency, “there is
little empirical evidence regarding the nature of coaching and its effectiveness in changing
teacher practice and improving student achievement” (Marsh et al., 2010, p. 876). Limited
research exists regarding the impact literacy coaches have in changing teacher practices or the
role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches.
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Research Questions
The research questions were intended to identify how teachers and literacy coaches
engage in professional development that supports the implementation of effective literacy
practices. The study also sought to determine the role of leadership maintaining high literacy
expectations supported by instructional coaches.
The research questions for this study were intended to determine:
1. What coaching strategies/activities do teachers and literacy coaches in select
Minnesota public elementary schools report engaging in together most frequently?
2. What do select literacy coaches and teachers report as the most effective
strategies/activities to engage in with literacy coaching?
3. What challenges do teachers and literacy coaches in select Minnesota elementary
schools report in implementing coaching as a form of job-embedded professional
development?
4. What do teachers and literacy coaches identify as the role of leadership in
maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches?
These research questions were designed to add to findings in the review of related
literature on the perceived impact literacy coaches have on elementary teachers’ abilities to
implement evidence-based practices through job-embedded professional development and the
role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches.
Research Design
In the design phase of a research project a decision is made regarding the methodology to
be used in the study. Although there is not an exact research method, “thoughtful choice can
support judgements that a contribution is interesting, significant, and trustworthy” (Huff, 2008,
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p. 86). The first step in the design process of the study is to determine the methodology used for
the study. two primary approaches are used to classify research methodology for the study:
qualitative and quantitative. Each of these categories has a myriad of sub-methodologies to
further differentiate the type of research (Roberts, 2010). A combination of these two approaches
(mixed method) can also be used as a methodology. According to Roberts, researchers “seek
facts and causes in human behavior and want to know a lot about a few variables so differences
can be identified” (2010, p. 142).
This study was originally designed to be mixed method. The researcher needed to adjust
the methodology following feedback from school officials stating the qualitative portion of the
study would not be feasible even if the researcher would postpone the distribution of the survey
until spring of 2021. The primary rationale for this decision was the uncertainty of learning
models and the additional stress caused by a global pandemic. Based on this change, the
researcher removed the qualitative portion of the study. This allowed the study to move forward
given the uncertainty of when, or if, the qualitative portion could be included at a later date.
Modifications resulted in a quantitative methodology which remained appropriate for the
study’s research questions. This method supported the purpose of investigating and examining
relations and differences among variables that were able to be measured. Quantitative research
methodology is “primarily numerical” and data can be gathered through “surveys, tests,
experiments and so on” (Roberts, 2010, p. 142). The study surveyed teachers and literacy
coaches in four select public elementary schools in Minnesota and was directed by a set of
detailed research questions.
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The research design did not pose any physical or psychological risk to any of the
participants, as the data collection from teachers and literacy coaches involved participation in an
on-line survey using Survey Monkey®.
Human Subject Approval: Institutional Review Board (IRB)
The preliminary proposal was accepted by the researcher’s doctoral committee in spring
of 2020. Following the committee acceptance and passing required training and verification
indicated by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) the researcher submitted an application to St.
Cloud State University’s IRB for approval to conduct research. The application identified the
study title, principal investigator, type of research, IRB training completion verification, research
abstract, questions, and design. In addition, participant demographics, data collection, method of
data storage, anticipated risks and benefits of the research and informed consent information
were included in the proposal. The proposed study was approved by the IRB in August 2020
(Appendix B).
Instrumentation
Study data were gathered based on the conceptual framework and review of related
literature. Two research articles influenced the study questions the researcher used to collect data
from literacy coaches and teachers in this study. The two studies the researcher adapted
questions and language from included: How Instructional Coaches Support Data-Driven
Decision Making: Policy Implementation and Effects in Florida Middle Schools (Marsh et al.,
2010), and The Impact of Literacy Coaches: What Teachers Value and How Teachers Change
(Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010). The researcher obtained permission from researchers to amend
and utilize questions from these studies (Appendices C and D).
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The study, How Instructional Coaches Support Data-Driven Decision Making: Policy
Implementation and Effects in Florida Middle Schools was conducted by Julie Marsh, Jennifer
Sloan McCombs, and Francisco Martorell. This study analyzed two different school
improvement strategies: instructional coaching and data-driven decision making. The mixedmethod study looked specifically at the statewide reading coach program in Florida middle
schools and the instructional coaches support for teachers in data-driven decision making. In
addition, the study examined the instructional support relation to student and teacher outcomes.
Authors Marsh, McCombs and Martorell found helping teachers analyze student data, was only
one of many tasks performed by the coach. “Estimates from models indicate that data analysis
support, nevertheless, has a significant association with both perceived improvements in teaching
and higher student achievement” (Marsh et al., 2010, p. 1).
The second study influential for this research was The Impact of Literacy Coaches: What
Teachers Value and How Teachers Change by Michelle Vanderburg and Dianne Stephens. The
authors engaged in a three-year qualitative study seeking to identify how coaches and teachers’
beliefs and practices changed as a result of working with a coach (Vanderburg & Stephens,
2010). Data from the Vanderburg and Stephens study indicated teachers appreciated how
coaches “created a space for collaboration, provided ongoing support and taught about researchbased instructional strategies” (2010, p. 141).
In accessing questions used in previous studies, an effort was made to reduce errors by
utilizing questions tested while providing data needed in the study to answer primary research
questions. Educational background questions were included for the purpose of learning more
about the background of teachers, and literacy coaches participating.
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The teacher and literacy coach surveys were created using the statistical service Survey
Monkey®. Survey Monkey is an electronic distribution Web site providing anonymous
collection of data. Prior to taking the survey, participants were informed by an introductory
statement comprising of an overview of the study. Participants were further advised of their
voluntary consent to participate and informed they could stop at any time by existing the survey.
In addition, participants were notified of the confidentiality of their responses. Teachers’ names,
districts, and schools were not identified within the study.
The teacher survey comprised of nine questions (Appendix E). The survey questions
sought to answer the four research questions of the study. The survey sought responses for three
educational background questions, three questions regarding interactions with a literacy coach,
one question pertaining to challenges with literacy coaching, one question concerning leadership
and one question regarding the overall helpfulness of literacy coaching.
The literacy coach survey also comprised of nine questions and sought to answer the four
research questions of the study (Appendix F). The survey included three questions regarding the
literacy coach’s educational background, two questions pertaining to interactions the teachers,
one question regarding challenges in the teacher/literacy coach partnership, one question
concerning leadership, one question regarding the literacy coach’s perception of their confidence
and a question on the teacher’s receptiveness to work with them.
Pilot Testing
Modifications were made to the survey questions and two studies were blended to create
the instrument for this study. The questions were also piloted with teachers and instructional
coaches in a K-12 school district in Minnesota with a significant background in instructional
coaching but not specifically literacy coaching. Following the pilot, the survey was adjusted to

61
provide additional clarity for participants. The data collected from pilot surveys were not used as
findings in the study.
Study Participants
The researcher sought schools employing literacy coaches to support teachers’
implementation of literacy practices through job-embedded professional development. The
researcher contacted the Minnesota Department of Education to explain the purpose of the study
and collect additional information about the schools awarded the 2018 Striving Readers Grant at
the elementary level. The Minnesota Department of Education listed schools receiving the grant
on their Web site. Based on schools identified on the Minnesota Department of Education’s Web
site, 13 potential districts were recipients of the 2018 Striving Reader’s Grant in the K-5 grade
level band and consequently could be considered for the study. The superintendent or their
designee of thirteen schools listed on MDE’s Web site were contacted.
Letters explaining the purpose of the study and seeking permission to survey both
teachers and literacy coaches were emailed to the superintendent or their designee. Four districts
consented to participating in the study.
Treatment of Data
Data collected from the surveys was collected electronically through Survey Monkey®.
All data collected was reviewed by the researcher and participant anonymity was safeguarded as
the survey did not collect any personal identification data. Data were collected separately by
district for the purpose of providing results to each district; however no other identifying data
were collected through the duration of the study. The survey responses were anonymous to
maintain the confidentiality of the participants. The researcher accessed the St. Cloud State
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Office of Statistical Analysis to sort and quantify the collected data. The researcher utilized basic
statistics and percentages to combine participant responses and identify correlations within the
data.
Procedures and Timelines
The researcher initially sent requests to participate in the study in the Fall of 2020. Due
to the pandemic and uncertainty of learning models in schools across the state of Minnesota, only
one of the 13 eligible districts agreed to participate. This district did share the study invite with
teachers and literacy coaches but it resulted in limited responses. Feedback from districts
informed the researcher about waiting until the spring might result in some stability in the school
year and a greater willingness to participate. At this same time, district representatives expressed
concern over the interview portion of the study because of strain on principal’s time and the still
uncertain state of learning models. Due to this concern, the researcher modified the study
removing the qualitative part of the mixed method study and moving forward with the
quantitative portion of the study.
In the spring of 2021, the researcher emailed the contacts in each district again with a
consequent interest from three additional districts. Notice of approval forms were included in the
initial email and all three superintendents or their designees returned this form (Appendix G).
Despite notice of approval forms being signed and collected from each of the participating
superintendents or their designee, this approval did not guarantee participation from the literacy
coaches or teachers.
An additional email invitation to participate in the study was sent to the identified school
contact and this individual shared the invite and survey link with respective teachers and coaches
in each elementary school of the participating districts. The teachers and literacy coaches were
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provided an introductory message explaining the research and participation in the survey would
serve as their consent. Both the survey for teachers and literacy coaches included an introduction,
background information and purpose of the study, procedures, confidentiality and voluntary
participation/withdrawal information. The procedure overview included an estimated time
completion of ten minutes for this study and reiterated it was voluntary and anonymous.
Participants were aware of the initiation of the survey as their consent to participate in the study.
Participants were provided the name and email address of both the researcher and the faculty
advisor should they have questions. Of the four public school districts in Minnesota to
participate, one district had four elementary schools, one district had three elementary schools
and the remaining two districts each had one elementary school.

Summary
This chapter outlined the design and research methodology used to examine the use of
literacy coaches in select public elementary schools in Minnesota support teachers’
implementation of literacy instructional practices through job-embedded professional
development. The study also explored challenges in this professional development model and
the role of leadership in establishing and maintaining high literacy expectations. The justification
for the selected participants was described and the instrumentation was explained. The process
for aggregating the data was described along with the procedures and timeline of the study.
Chapter IV will provide the findings of the study and proved a synthesis of participant’s
responses to the survey questions asked.
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Chapter IV: Results and Findings
Introduction
Commenting on The Coaching Habit: Say Less, Ask More & Change the Way You Lead
Forever by Michael Bungay, Brenè Brown (as cited by Stainer, 2016) stated:
Coaching is an art, and it’s far easier said than done. It takes courage to ask a question
rather than give up advice, provide an answer, or unleash a solution. Giving another
person the opportunity to find their own way, make their own mistakes, and create their
own wisdom is both brave and vulnerable. (p. introduction)
The objective of instructional coaching is to empower teachers to implement evidencebased instructional practices that respond directly to the needs identified by individual teachers
(Knight, 2007). Research is needed to determine the most effective utilization of literacy coaches
to work collaboratively alongside teachers to improve literacy practices. The growing diversity
of student needs necessitates the need to look at traditional professional development differently.
Statement of the Problem
Though literacy coaches are prevalent in schools across the nation and endorsed in state
and federal education plans to impact teacher practice and increase student proficiency, “there is
little empirical evidence regarding the nature of coaching and its effectiveness in changing
teacher practice and improving student achievement” (Marsh et al., 2010, p. 876). Limited
research exists regarding the impact literacy coaches have in changing teacher practices or the
role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the work of literacy coaches in select
Minnesota public elementary schools in supporting teachers’ implementation of literacy
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instructional practices through job-embedded professional development. The study also sought to
examine the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by
instructional coaches.
Research Questions
Data were analyzed and findings were organized according to each research question.
The research questions for this study were intended to determine:
1. What coaching strategies/activities do teachers and literacy coaches in select
Minnesota public elementary schools report engaging in together most frequently?
2. What do select literacy coaches and teachers report as the most effective
strategies/activities to engage in with literacy coaching?
3. What challenges do teachers and literacy coaches in select Minnesota elementary
schools report in implementing coaching as a form of job-embedded professional
development?
4. What do teachers and literacy coaches identify as the role of leadership in
establishing and maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional
coaches?
Research Design
This study design was quantitative with the intent of identifying how literacy coaches
support teachers’ implementation of effective literacy instructional practices through jobembedded professional development and the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy
expectations for the building they lead. Slavin (2007) noted, “In quantitative research,
researchers collect numerical data from individuals or groups and usually subject these to data
and statistical analyses to determine whether there are relationships among them” (p. 7). In
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addition, “researchers seek facts and causes of human behavior and want to know about a few
variables so differences can be identified” (Roberts, 2010, p. 142).
Study data were gathered by means of two surveys developed by the researcher via the
modification of survey questions and language from two studies. The studies included How
Instructional Coaches Support Data-Driven Decision Making: Policy Implementation and
Effects in Florida Middle Schools (Marsh et al., 2010), and The Impact of Literacy Coaches:
What Teachers Value and How Teachers Change (Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010). The
researcher used findings from these studies to construct both questions and possible response
options within the survey. Permission from authors of both studies was obtained prior to
modifying and administering the surveys to participants. In addition, the survey was piloted with
teachers and instructional coaches in a district in central Minnesota and feedback around
improving clarity of some questions and additional responses was incorporated into the survey
prior to distribution for the study.
In developing the surveys, the researcher determined some questions would be the same
for both teachers and literacy coaches and some questions would be exclusive to teachers or
literacy coaches. In addition, the researcher determined the possibility of difference in the
educational background information for both study groups; thus, creating two separate surveys
allowed for common questions to be included in both, along with questions added based on the
teaching or literacy coach role of the individual completing the survey.
Instrument for Data Collection
The surveys for K–5 teachers and literacy coaches were created using the Web site
Survey Monkey®. The literacy coach survey was comprised of nine questions seeking to answer
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the four research questions of the study. The survey asked literacy coaches three educational
background questions, including:
•

Total number of years as a literacy coach

•

Highest level of education

•

Reading endorsement status

The teacher survey was comprised of nine questions reflecting the four research questions of the
study. The survey asked teachers three educational background questions, including:
•

Total number of years teaching

•

Grade level(s) currently teaching

•

Whether current position includes direct responsibility for teaching literacy

Description of the Sample
For this study, the researcher located districts and school leaders who had been awarded
the Striving Readers Grant in 2018. State awardees were divided into four categories based on
age group or grade level; the researcher focused on the kindergarten-Grade 5 schools who were
awarded the grant.
A total of 113 K–5 teachers completed the electronic survey. Surveys with all items
answered were considered complete and valid. No responses were eliminated due to incomplete
or missing data. Within the educational background information, 14 teachers responded “no” to
the question asking if their current position put them directly responsible for teaching literacy.
The researcher did not remove these participants because each was able to complete the entire
survey. The researcher assumed all participants had responsibility for literacy growth and
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worked with a literacy coach in some capactiy. A total of 15 literacy coaches completed the
electronic survey. Surveys with all items answered were considered complete and valid.
Educational Background
In addition to addressing the four research questions, the researcher asked some general
educational background questions to gain a better understanding of the study participants’
educational experiences. Table 1 outlines the total years of teaching experience K–5 teachers
reported. Teachers were asked to select from a range of years of experience to provide easily
comparable data.
Table 1
Reported Teacher Participant Years of Teaching Experience
Years of teaching experience

Frequency

%

8
22
33

7.08
19.47
29.21

19
31
113

16.81
27.43
100

First year
2–5
6–10
11–15
>16
Total

Of the responding teachers (n = 113), 33 (29.21%) reported 6–10 years of experience.
Thirty-one (27.43%) reported 16 or more years of teaching experience. Twenty-two (19.47%)
reported having 2–5 years of teaching experience. Nineteen (16.81%) indicated 11–15 years
teaching experience. Eight (7.08%) were in their first year of teaching.
Teachers were asked to report the current grade level or content taught. Content choices
included in the survey were special education/intervention teacher (e.g., Title, ADSIS), and
specialist (e.g., art, music, physical education). Table 2 summarizes the frequency count for
reported grade level or teaching assignments.
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Table 2
Reported Teacher Participant Grade Level or Teaching Assignment
Grade level or assignment
Kindergarten
First grade
Second grade
Third grade
Fourth grade
Fifth grade
Special education/intervention
Specialist
Total

Frequency
12
14
18
15
14
9
23
8
113

%
10.62
12.39
15.93
13.27
12.39
7.96
20.35
7.09
100

Of the responding teachers, 23 (20.35%) reported teaching special education or
intervention. Eighteen (15.39%) of teachers reported teaching second grade. Fifteen (13.27%)
reported teaching third grade. Fourteen (12.39%) of responding teachers reported they taught
first grade, and an additional 14 reported teaching fourth grade. Twelve (10.62%) of teachers
reported teaching kindergarten, nine (7.96%) reported teaching fifth grade, and eight (7.09%)
reported teaching in a specialist area.
The final educational background question asked teachers if they were directly
responsible for teaching literacy in their current positions. Of the teachers reporting, 99 (87.61%)
indicated they were directly responsible for teaching literacy, and 14 (12.39%) indicated they
were not directly responsible for teaching literacy.
A total of 15 literacy coaches completed the electronic survey. Surveys with all items
answered were considered complete and valid. The following tables present the educational
background information collected in the study expressing the frequency and percentage of
literacy coaches reported responses.
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Question one on the survey asked literacy coaces to select the number of years they have
served in their role; a menu presenting ranges of years was provided. Table 3, includes the
number of years coaches reported in their position as a literacy coach.
Table 3
Reported Participant Years of Literacy Coaching
Years of teaching experience
First year
2–5
6–10
>11
Total

Frequency
1
8
4
2
15

%
6.67
53.33
26.67
13.33
100

The number of years in the role of a literacy coach most reported was 2–5 years (n = 8,
53.3%). Eighty percent of respondents (n = 12) reported having 2–10 years of experience as a
literacy coach.
An additional educational background question asked literacy coaches to identify their
highest level of education. Participants were provided options including: Bachelor of Arts or
Bachelor of Science; Master of Arts or Master of Science; post-master’s graduate studies; Doctor
of Education or Doctor of Philosophy in Education (see Table 4).
Table 4
Reported Literacy Coach Participant Highest Level of Education
Highest level of education
Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Science
Master of Arts/Master of Science
Post-master’s graduate studies
Total

Frequency
1
9
5
15

%
6.67
60
33.33
100

Note. EdD/PhD was removed from the table due to no responses from literacy coaches.
The most frequent level of education reported was a Master of Arts/Master of Science.
Nine (60%) of literacy coaches indicated they had a Master of Arts/Master of Science degree.
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Five (33%) of literacy coaches indicated their education training extended beyond a master’s
degree. One (6.8%) of the fifteen literacy coaches indicated the highest level of education was a
Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science degree. The additional question asked in the
educational background questions sought to determine the number of literacy coaches who
currently held a reading endorsement. A reading endorsement is recognized by the Minnesota
Professional Educator Licensing and Standards Board and included on a teacher’s license as K–
12 reading. Of the respondents (n = 15), four (26.7%) reported they did have this endorsement,
and 11 (73.3%) reported they did not.
Professional development is an essential component of systemic reform (Knight, 2007).
Coaching guides the transfer of the professional learning from the workshop or other learning
environment to the classroom (Brown, 2016). Vanderburg and Stephens (2010) explored actions
literacy coaches carried out that teachers considered helpful and “what specific coach-initiated
changes teachers made in their beliefs and practices about teaching reading and writing” (p. 143).
Vanderburg and Stephens determined three key reasons teachers found time with their coach
valuable; these reasons included creating ways for teachers to work together, coaches providing
teachers with ongoing support, and coaches facilitated further learning and implementation of
research-based teaching practices. The study expounded on these three reasons by identifying
more explicit strategies similar to those the researcher included in this question (Vanderburg &
Stephens, 2010).
An analysis of survey questions was conducted in accordance with the research questions
for the study. The following section outlines data collected from teachers and literacy coaches in
correspondence to each research question. Each table is followed by an analysis of the data to
answer the study’s research questions (see Tables 5-15).
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The first question asked on both the teacher and literacy coach surveys included
examining specific ways teachers and literacy coaches engage. Participants were asked to
identify the professional development/collaboration they engaged in and the level of
effectiveneww in supporting the implementation of literacy instructional practices. If the school
had more than one literacy coach, respondents were asked to answer the question for the literacy
coaches as a team. The professional development engagement activities included in both the
teacher and literacy coach surveys were identified based on the review of literature and previous
studies adapted by the researcher with permission from the authors.
Research Question 1
Research Question 1 asked: What coaching strategies/activities do teachers and literacy
coaches in select Minnesota public elementary schools report to be the most influential in
supporting their implementation of effective literacy instructional practices?
Participating teachers were able to select all types of engagement they participated in
with a literacy coach, so the total reflects a number greater than the number of teacher
participants. The researcher assumed if the teacher was able to rate the activity anywhere on the
Likert scale other than does not apply, the teacher engaged with a coach in the professional
development to some degree, and therefore the information was included in the data.Table 5
describes the frequency of professional engagement teachers had with literacy coaches.
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Table 5
Reported Professional Development/Collaboration Teachers Engaged in with Literacy Coaches
Type of engagement

Frequency

Consult on student needs and/or literacy strategies

99

Provide professional development to grade level teams or school

99

Attend professional learning community (PLC) team time to support team work

97

Work with teacher (or a team of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data
(common formative assessments, progress monitoring, etc.)

94

Provide feedback on my teaching or facilitate reflection on my implementation of
new literacy practices

84

Visit classrooms to observe literacy instruction and provide feedback based on the
observation

81

Assist with planning a literacy lesson or unit

80

Coteach or model a lesson or literacy strategy

72

Total

706

Four types of engagement were identified over 90 times. Consulting on student needs
and/or literacy strategies and providing professional development to grade level teams or school
were each identified 99 times by teachers. Attending professional learning community
collaborative time to support team work was identified 97 times. Working with teacher (or team
of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data was identified 94 times. Eighty-four identified
engaging with literacy coaches by the coach providing feedback on their teaching or facilitating
reflection on the teacher’s implementation of new literacy practices. Eighty-one noted having the
literacy coach visit the classroom to observe literacy instruction and provide feedback based on
the observation, and 72 indicated engaging with a literacy coach through coteaching or having
the coach model a literacy strategy.
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Literacy coaches were provided a similar question asking them to rate the instructional
activities they engage in with teachers most frequently (see Table 6). Participating literacy
coaches were able to select all types of engagement they participated in with teachers, so the
total was greater than the number of literacy coach participants. The researcher assumed if the
literacy coach was able to rate the activity anywhere on the Likert scale other than does not
apply, the coach engaged with a teacher in the professional development activity to some degree,
and therefore the information was included in the data.
Table 6
Reported Professional Development/Collaboration Literacy Coaches Engaged in with Teachers
Type of engagement

Frequency

Provide professional development to grade level teams or school

15

Attend professional learning community (PLC) team time to support team work

15

Work with teacher (or a team of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data
(common formative assessments, progress monitoring, etc.)

15

Coteach or model a lesson or literacy strategy

14

Consult on student needs and/or literacy strategies

14

Assist with planning a literacy lesson or unit

14

Visit classrooms to observe literacy instruction and provide feedback based on the
observation

13

Provide feedback on teaching or facilitate reflection on the teacher’s implementation
of new literacy practices

12

Total

98

Three types of engagement were identified 15 times: providing professional development
to grade level teams or the school; attending PLC time to support team work; and working with a
teacher (or team of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data (common formative
assessments, progress monitoring, etc.). The literacy coach coteaching or modeling a lesson or
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literacy strategy, consulting on student needs and/or literacy strategy, and assisting with planning
a literacy lesson or unit were each identified 14 times by literacy coaches. Visiting classrooms to
observe literacy instruction and providing feedback on what the coach observed was indicated 13
times, and providing feedback on teaching or facilitating reflection on the teacher’s
implementation of literacy practices was indicated 12 times.
Research Question 2
The next research question examined information related to perceived effectiveness in
strategies related to literacy coaching. Research Question 2 asked: What do select literacy
coaches and teachers report as the most effective strategies/activities to engage in with literacy
coaching?
In Focusing on Teacher Learning Opportunities to Identify Potentially Productive
Coaching Activities, researchers Gibbons and Cobb (2017) investigated how effective coaches
actually work with teachers. Throughout the research, coaches identified a variety of activities
they believed to be central to their role in supporting teachers’ classroom reading instruction.
Common roles included providing ongoing professional development for teachers both
individually and as a group; observing in classrooms; providing targeted feedback, modeling
instruction; helping teachers look at data and create small groups based on needs; and serving as
a resource for knowledge of literacy instruction (Day, 2015; Kraft & Blazer, 2017; Poglinco et
al., 2003).
On question four of the surveys teachers and coaches were asked to rate the professional
development/collaboration interactions they engaged in with coaches or teachers respectfully as
well as identify the level of effectiveness the professional development/collaboration had in
supporting the teacher’s implementation of literacy instructional practices. If the teacher worked
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with more than one literacy coach, they were asked to respond to the question for the team of
literacy coaches in the building. The level of effectiveness of each type of professional
development/collaboration included was indicated by choices on a Likert scale (see Table 7).
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Table 7
Teacher Rated Level of Effectiveness of Professional Development /Collaboration with Literacy Coaches
Professional development/
collaborative opportunity

Does not apply in
my work with a
literacy coach

Not effective at
all

Slightly effective

Moderately
effective

Very effective

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Consult on student needs
and/or literacy strategies

14

12.4

4

3.6

11

9.7

34

30.1

50

44.2

113

100

Work with teacher (or a team
of teachers) to review and
respond to literacy data
(common formative
assessment, benchmark test,
progress monitoring, etc.)

19

16.8

4

3.6

18

15.9

31

27.4

41

36.3

113

100

Provide professional
development to grade level
teams or school

14

12.4

3.6

24

21.2

32

28.3

3

34.5

113

100

Assist with planning a
literacy lesson or unit

25

22.1

4

3.6

14

12.4

32

28.3

38

33.6

113

100

Visit classrooms to observe
literacy instruction and
provide feedback based on
the observation

32

28.3

5

4.4

15

13.3

31

27.4

30

26.6

113

100
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Table 7 (continued)
Professional development/
collaborative opportunity

Does not apply in
my work with a
literacy coach

Not effective at
all

Slightly effective

Moderately
effective

Very effective

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Provide feedback on my
teaching or facilitate
reflection on my
implementation of new
literacy practices

29

25

7

6.2

16

14.1

36

32

25

22.1

113

100

Attend professional learning
community (PLC) team time
to support team work

16

14.2

9

7.9

28

24.8

26

230

34

30.1

113

100

Coteach or model a lesson or
literacy strategy

41

36.3

4

3.6

10

8.9

27

23.8

31

27.4

113

100

Note. Data in each level of effectiveness includes number of teachers who responded and the percentage of that level of effectiveness.
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One hundred and thirteen participants responded to the effectiveness of the professional
development/collaborative opportunities identified by the researcher and included on the survey.
Both moderately effective and very effective were considered effective when ranking the level of
effectiveness of each professional development opportunity. Based on moderately effective and
very effective indicators, teachers identified the literacy coach consulting on student needs and/or
literacy strategies as most effective among the professional development opportunities included
in the survey; 84 (74.3%) reported this effective. Seventy-two (63.7%) reported working with
teacher (or a team of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data (common formative
assessment, benchmark test, progress monitoring, etc.) as being effective. Seventy-one teachers
(60.8%) indicated a literacy coach providing professional development to grade level teams or
school as being effective. Seventy teachers (61.9%) agreed having a literacy coach assist with
planning a literacy lesson or unit was effective. Sixty-one teachers (54%) responded the
following two professional development/collaboration opportunities were effective: having a
literacy coach visit their classroom to observe literacy instruction and provide feedback based on
the observation and having a coach providing feedback on their teaching or facilitate reflection
on their implementation of new literacy practices. Sixty teachers (53.1%) indicated a literacy
coach attending PLC team time to support team work was effective. The final professional
development/collaboration opportunity teachers rated either moderately or very effective was
having a literacy coach coteach or model a lesson or literacy strategy (n = 58, 51.2%).
Literacy coaches were asked to identify the level of effectiveness on the same
professional development/collaboration opportunities as the teachers (see Table 8).
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Table 8
Literacy Coach Rated Level of Effectiveness of Professional Development/Collaboration with Teachers
Professional
development/collaborative
opportunity

Does not apply in
my work with a
teacher
n
%

Not effective at all

Slightly effective

Moderately
effective

Very effective

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

0

0

0

0

0

5

33.3

10

66.7

15

100

0

0

0

0

0

0

3

20

12

80

1

100

Provide professional
development to grade level
teams or school

0

0

0

0

0

0

8

53.3

7

47.7

15

100

Work with teacher (or a
team of teachers) to review
and respond to literacy data
(e.g., common formative
assessment, benchmark test,
progress monitoring)

0

0

0

0

1

4.6

7

47.7

7

47.7

15

100

Consult on student needs
and/or literacy strategies

0

0

0

0

2

13.3

4

26.7

9

60

15

100

Visit classrooms to observe
literacy instruction and
provide feedback based on
the observation

1

6.7

0

0

2

13.3

7

46.7

5

33.3

15

100

Provide feedback on a
teacher’s teaching or
facilitate reflection on a
teacher’s implementation of
new literacy practices

0

0

3

20

2

13.3

4

26.7

6

40

15

100

Assist with planning a
literacy lesson or unit

0

Coteach or model a lesson or
literacy strategy
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Table 8 (continued)
Professional
development/collaborative
opportunity
Attend professional learning
community (PLC) team time
to support team work

Does not apply in
my work with a
teacher
n
%
0

0

Not effective at all

Slightly effective

Moderately
effective

Very effective

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

0

0

5

33.3

6

40

4

26.7

15

100

Note. Data in each level of effectiveness includes number of literacy coaches who responded and the percentage of that level of
effectiveness.
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Fifteen literacy coaches responded to the effectiveness of the professional development/
collaborative opportunities identified by the researcher and included on the survey. Both
moderately effective and very effective were considered as effective when ranking the level of
effectiveness of each professional development opportunity. Based on moderately effective and
very effective indicators, literacy coaches identified three of the professional development
opportunities at 100% effective. These included: assisting with planning a literacy lesson or unit,
coteaching or modeling a lesson or literacy strategy, and providing professional development to
grade level teams or school. Fourteen literacy coaches (95.4%) reported working with teacher (or
a team of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data (common formative assessment,
benchmark test, progress monitoring, etc.) as being effective. Consult on student needs and/or
literacy strategies was identified as an effective professional development opportunity by 13
literacy coaches (86.7%). Ten literacy coaches (66.7%) identified providing feedback on a
teacher’s teaching or facilitating reflection on a teacher’ implementation of new literacy
practices and attending PLC team time to support team work were reported as effective by
literacy coaches.
The final question of the teacher survey requested teachers respond to the helpfulness of
the literacy coach in supporting them to implement effective literacy instructional practices.
Respondents could select from very helpful in supporting me to implement effective literacy
instructional practices; somewhat helpful in supporting me to implement effective literacy
instructional practices; or not helpful in supporting me to implement effective literacy
instructional practices.
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Table 9
Teacher Perceived Response to the Helpfulness of the Literacy Coach in Supporting the
Implementation of Effective Literacy Practices
Level of helpfulness
Very helpful
Somewhat helpful
Not helpful
Total

Frequency
57
44
12
113

%
50.44
38.94
10.62
100

Fifty-seven (50.44%) of the responding teachers (n= 113) identified the literacy coach as
being Very helpful. Forty-four (38.9%) indicated the coach was Somewhat helpful, and twelve
(10.6%) identified the coach as Not helpful.
Literacy coaches (n = 15) were asked two additional questions to gain insight into
Research Question 2 (see Table 10). The first question focused on the coach’s confidence in
supporting teachers with effective literacy practices and the second question addressed whether
the literacy coach believed teachers were receptive to partnering with a literacy coach.
Table 10
Literacy Coach Reported Level of Confidence in Supporting Teachers’ Implementation of
Effective Literacy Practices
Response
Confident
Not Confident
Total

Frequency
12
3
15

%
80
20
100

Twelve literacy coaches (80%) responded they did feel confident in their ability to
support teachers with effective literacy practices through job-embedded professional
development, and three (20%) responded they did not feel confident in their ability to support
teachers with effective literacy practices through job-embedded professional development.
Table 11 shows how literacy coaches perceived teacher receptiveness to partner with a coach.
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Table 11
Literacy Coach Reported Teacher Receptiveness to Partnering with a Coach
Response
Receptive to partnering
Not receptive to partnering
Total

Frequency
12
3
15

%
80
20
100

Twelve literacy coaches (80%) responded the teachers were receptive to partnering with a
literacy coach, and three (20%) responded the teachers were not receptive to partnering with a
literacy coach.
Research Question 3
The next research question examined information related to the perceived challenges of
literacy coaching identified by teachers and literacy coaches. Research Question 3 asked: What
challenges do teachers and literacy coaches in select Minnesota elementary schools report in
implementing coaching as a form of job-embedded professional development?
Authors have advised that instructional coaching can be arduous to implement. Absent
strong leaders, clear expectations, adequate time, and other challenges, instructional coaching
may bring minimal impact as the nature of a traditional school culture tends to protect teachers
from conversations about the teaching and learning in their classrooms (Lowenhaupt et al.,
2013). “Work needs to be done to better integrate the responsibilities and authority of coaches
into the existing structures of schools that adopt a coaching model” (Poglinco et al., 2003, p.
400).
Both teachers and literacy coaches were asked to indicate the level in which they agreed
on the identified challenges (see Table 12). Challenges included:
•

Difficulty developing a collaborative working relationship

•

Unclear understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the literacy coach
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•

The literacy coach being perceived as an administrator/evaluator

•

Unclear expectations of meeting frequency

•

The value of the work

•

Unclear understanding of teacher needs

The level of agreement for each challenge was indicated by choices on a Likert scale. If
the teacher worked with more than one literacy coach, they were asked to respond to the question
for the team of literacy coaches in the building.
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Table 12
Teacher Responses to Common Challenges Encountered in the Literacy Coach-Teacher Partnership

n

%

Strongly
disagree
n
%

Unclear expectations of when and
how often the literacy coach and
teacher should work together

9

8

19

16.8

31

27.4

42

37.2

12

10.6

113

100

Unclear understanding of the roles
and responsibilities of the literacy
coach

9

8

35

30.9

33

29.2

27

23.9

9

8

113

100

The literacy coach is perceived as an
administrator/evaluator making the
teacher less likely to engage with the
coach

6

5.3

38

33.6

36

31.9

26

23

7

6.2

113

100

Literacy coach has unclear
understanding of the teacher’s needs

12

10.6

38

33.6

36

31.9

19

16.8

8

7.1

113

100

Difficulty developing a collaborative
working relationship

15

13.3

39

34.5

39

34.5

16

14.2

4

3.5

113

100

The work of the literacy coach is not
seen as valuable/necessary

8

7.1

44

38.9

45

39.9

12

10.6

4

3.5

113

100

Challenge

Not applicable

Disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Note. Data in each challenge includes number of teachers who responded and the percentage at each level of agreement with each
challenge.
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One hundred and thirteen teachers responded to common challenges identified by the
researcher and included on the survey. Both agree and strongly agree were considered in
agreement when reporting the challenges teachers agreed with from the survey. Fifty-four
teachers (47.8%) agreed unclear expectations of when and how often the literacy coach and
teacher should work together was a challenge. Thirty-six (31.9%) responded an unclear
understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the literacy coach was a challenge. Thirty-three
(29.2%) responded literacy coach is perceived as an administrator/evaluator making the teacher
less likely to engage with the coach was a challenge in the literacy coach–teacher relationship.
Twenty-seven teachers (23.9%) indicated the literacy coach had an unclear understanding of the
teacher’s needs. Difficulty developing a collaborative working relationship with the literacy
coach was identified as a challenge by 20 teachers (17.7%). The least identified challenge from
the teacher respondents in the literacy coach–teacher relationship was the work of the literacy
coach was not seen as valuable/necessary (n = 16, 14.1%).
Literacy coaches were asked the same question regarding their level of agreement on
common challenges encountered in their work with teachers (see Table 13).
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Table 13
Literacy Coach Responses to Common Challenges Encountered in the Literacy Coach–Teacher Partnership
Challenge

Not applicable
n
%

Strongly disagree
n
%

Disagree
n
%

n

Agree
%

Strongly agree
n
%

Total
n
%

Unclear understanding of the roles
and responsibilities of the literacy
coach

0

0

0

0

4

26.7

8

53.3

3

20

15

100

Difficulty developing a collaborative
working relationship

0

0

1

6.7

4

26.7

9

60

1

6.6

15

100

Unclear expectations of when and
how often the literacy coach and
teacher should work together

0

0

0

0

5

33.3

6

40

4

26.7

15

100

The literacy coach is perceived as an
administrator/evaluator making the
teacher less likely to engage with the
coach

0

0

1

6.6

7

46.7

7

46.7

0

0

15

100

The work of the literacy coach is not
seen as valuable/necessary

0

0

2

13.3

7

46.7

6

40

0

0

15

100

Literacy coach has unclear
understanding of the teacher’s needs

0

0

3

20

8

53.3

4

26.7

0

0

15

10

Note. Data in each challenge includes number of literacy coaches who responded and the percentage at each level of agreement with
each challenge.
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Fifteen literacy coaches responded to common challenges identified by the researcher and
included on the survey. Both agree and strongly agree were considered in agreement when
reporting the challenges literacy coaches agreed with from the survey. Eleven literacy coaches
(73.3%) agreed unclear understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the literacy coach was
a challenge. Ten (66.6%) responded difficulty developing a collaborative working relationship
was a challenge. In addition, 10 literacy coaches also agreed unclear expectations of when and
how often the literacy coach and teacher should work together was a challenge in the literacy
coach-teacher relationship. Seven literacy coaches (46.7%) indicated the literacy coach is
perceived as an administrator/evaluator making the teacher less likely to engage with the coach
as a challenge. Six (40%) responded the work of the literacy coach is not seen as
valuable/necessary was a challenge. The least identified challenge from the literacy coach
respondents in the literacy coach/teacher relationship was the literacy coach has unclear
understanding of the teacher’s needs (n = 4, 14.1%). The final research examined how teachers
and literacy coaches viewed the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations for
teachers.
Research Question 4
The final research question examined information related to the role of leadership in
maintaining high literacy expectations. Research question four asked: What do teachers and
literacy coaches identify as the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations
supported by instructional coaches?
Although a principal is not solely responsible for change efforts in the school, they can
have a tremendous impact on what kind of reform and the impact of the reform or professional
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development implemented (Knight, 2007). “In short, the principal focuses everyone’s attention
on the target; the instructional coach makes it easy for teachers to get there” (Knight, 2011, p.
98). When principals fully understand literacy coaching, they will be effective in creating the
right support for coaching, preparing teachers to engage in coaching, displaying enthusiasm for
coaching and developing a community where collaboration is the norm and coaching flourishes
(Toll, 2018).
This final research question examined how teachers and literacy coaches viewed the role
of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations for teachers. Teachers and literacy
coaches were asked to reflect on the leadership team at the school where they work and rank
each of the following statements:
•

Communicates a clear literacy vision for my school

•

Sets high standards for teaching literacy

•

Encourages teacher to review and unpack the Minnesota English Language Arts
standards

•

Helps teachers respond to student literacy needs based on analysis of assessment data

•

Expects all staff to work with a literacy coach to reflect on and improve the
implementation of effective literacy practices

•

Ensures teachers have sufficient time and support for professional growth and
development

Survey respondents were asked to respond to each statement by indicating their level of
agreement on a Likert scale (see Table 14).
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Table 14
Teacher Responses to Leaderships’ Focus on Literacy and Literacy Coaching
Statement

Not observed

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Sets high standards for
teaching literacy

7

6.2

0

0

10

8.8

74

65.5

22

19.5

113

100

Communicates a clear
literacy vision for my
school

8

7.1

2

1.8

17

15

70

62

16

14.1

11

100

Helps teachers respond
to student literacy needs
based on analysis of
assessment data

12

10.6

2

1.8

18

15.9

55

48.7

26

23

11

100

Ensures teachers have
sufficient time and
support for professional
growth and
development

7

6.2

9

7.9

26

23

57

50.5

1

12.4

113

100

Expects all staff to work
with a literacy coach to
reflect on and improve
the implementation of
effective literacy
practices

8

7.1

7

6.2

34

30.1

51

45.1

13

11.5

113

100

Note. Data in each statement includes number of teachers who responded to each level of agreement and the percentage at each level.
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One hundred and thirteen teachers responded to leadership’s focus on literacy and
literacy coaching identified by the researcher and included on the survey. Both agree and
strongly agree were considered in agreement when reporting the statements teachers agreed with
from the survey. Ninety-six teachers (85%) agreed with the statement that leadership sets high
standards for teaching literacy. Eighty-six (76.1%) responded leadership communicates a clear
literacy vision for my school. Eighty-one (71.7%) agreed leadership helps teachers respond to
student literacy needs based on analysis of assessment data. Seventy-one teachers (62.9%)
indicated leadership ensures teachers have sufficient time and support for professional growth
and development. Leadership expecting all staff to work with a literacy coach to reflect on and
improve the implementation of effective literacy practices was identified by 64 teachers (56.6%).
Literacy coaches were asked to identify their level of agreement to specific statements regarding
leaderships’ focus on literacy and literacy coaching (see Table 15).
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Table 15
Literacy Coaches’ Responses to Leaderships’ Focus on Literacy and Literacy Coaching
Statement

Not observed

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

Total

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Sets high standards for teaching
literacy

0

0

1

6.7

1

6.7

12

79.9

1

6.7

15

100

Communicates a clear literacy
vision for my school

0

0

2

13.3

2

13.3

9

60.1

2

13.3

15

100

Ensures teachers have sufficient
time and support for
professional growth and
development

0

0

0

0

4

26.7

11

73.3

0

0

15

100

Helps teachers respond to
student literacy needs based on
analysis of assessment data

1

6.7

1

6.7

3

20

8

53.3

2

13.3

15

100

Expects all staff to work with a
literacy coach to reflect on and
improve the implementation of
effective literacy practices

0

0

3

20

3

20

8

53.3

1

6.7

15

100

Note. Data in each statement include number of literacy coaches who responded to each level of agreement and the percentage at each
level.
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Fifteen literacy coaches responded to leadership’s focus on literacy and literacy coaching
identified by the researcher and included on the survey. Both agree and strongly agree were
considered in agreement when reporting the statements literacy coaches agreed with from the
survey. Thirteen literacy coaches (86.6%) agreed with the statement leadership sets high
standards for teaching literacy. Eleven literacy coaches (73.4%) agreed with the statement
leadership communicates a clear literacy vision for my school. Eleven literacy coaches (73.4%)
also agreed leadership ensures teachers have sufficient time and support for professional growth
and development. Ten (66.6%) agreed leadership helps teachers respond to student literacy
needs based on analysis of assessment data. Leadership expecting all staff to work with a literacy
coach to reflect on and improve the implementation of effective literacy practices was identified
by 9 literacy coaches (60.0%).
Summary
Chapter IV presented the data collected from the study to answer four research questions.
Prominent data revealed teachers found consulting on student needs and/or literacy strategies to
be the most effective engagement with a literacy coach (74.3%), and literacy coaches reported
assisting with planning a literacy lesson or unit as most effective (100%). Both teachers and
literacy coaches identified the most significant challenge in the teacher/literacy coach partnership
to be unclear expectations of when and how often the literacy coach and teacher should work
together. Both teachers (85%) and literacy coaches (86.6%) identified leadership setting high
standards for teaching literacy as their top response to the role of leadership in maintaining high
literacy expectations.
Chapter V will discuss the findings from the study and provide suggestions for the field as
well as suggestions for future research.
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Chapter V: Summary, Conclusions, Discussions, Limitations
and Recommendations
There is an ongoing sense of urgency for educational reform that impacts student
learning. Initiatives in Minnesota, such as Read Well by Grade Three, and similarly, the World’s
Best Workforce call for all students to read at grade level by third grade are pushing schools to
look at things such as restructuring and other internal or external change. There is also a renewed
sense to look at reform that “humanizes the learning experience” (Knight, 2011, p. 8) for both
students and teachers. To meet the increasing and varying needs of all students, school systems
need to address and respond to the social, emotional, and learning needs of those who educate
students to impact students (Aguilar, 2013).
Chapter V provides a summary of the study and the conclusions drawn from the results
presented in Chapter IV. The researcher discussed the findings and linked the data related to the
research questions with evidence from literature and professional experience.
The review of related literature indicated the need for continued research on the literacy
coach supporting a teacher to bridge new learning and implementation as well as provide jobembedded professional development. For the purpose of this study, two prior studies were used
to generate study questions that helped to answer the questions posed by the researcher.
Statement of the Problem
Though literacy coaches are prevalent in schools across the nation and endorsed in state
and federal education plans to impact teacher practice and increase student proficiency, “there is
little empirical evidence regarding the nature of coaching and its effectiveness in changing
teacher practice and improving student achievement” (Marsh et al., 2010, p. 876). Limited
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research exists regarding the impact literacy coaches have in changing teacher practices or the
role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the work of literacy coaches, in select
Minnesota public elementary schools, in supporting teachers’ implementation of literacy
instructional practices through job-embedded professional development. The study also sought to
examine the role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations supported by
instructional coaches.
Research Methodology
The study used a quantitative methodology with the goal of examining how literacy
coaches in select public elementary schools in Minnesota support teachers’ implementation of
effective literacy instructional practices through job-embedded professional development and the
challenges identified by literacy coaches and teachers in this professional development model.
The study also sought to determine the role of leadership maintaining high literacy expectations
with the support of instructional coaches. The study surveyed practicing K–5 teachers and
literacy coaches from four select Minnesota school districts awarded the 2018 Striving Readers
Grant through the Minnesota Department of Education.
The study helped to determine strategies teachers and literacy coaches reported to be
most effective in supporting the implementation of literacy instructional practices, the challenges
both teachers and literacy coaches encountered in this form of professional development, and the
role of leadership in maintaining high literacy expectations.
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Description of Study Participants
The survey was sent to general education teachers and literacy coaches working in four
Minnesota school districts. Data was collected from teachers in grades kindergarten through
grade five as well as literacy coaches in each district. A total of 113 kindergarten through grade
five teachers responded to the teacher survey, and 15 literacy coaches responded to the
corresponding survey. Research results from this study are not generalizable to the greater
population due to the small sample size.
Research Questions
The research questions were intended to determine the support literacy coaches in select
Minnesota public elementary schools provided K-5 teachers as they implemented literacy
instructional practices through job-embedded professional development. In addition to
identifying the challenges encountered by literacy coaches and teachers in this professional
development model. The study also sought to determine the role of leadership maintaining high
literacy expectations supported by instructional coaches. Research questions included:
1. What coaching strategies/activities do teachers and literacy coaches in select
Minnesota public elementary schools report engaging in together most frequently?
2. What do select literacy coaches and teachers report as the most effective professional
development strategies to engage in with literacy coaching?
3. What challenges do teachers and literacy coaches in select Minnesota elementary
schools report in implementing coaching as a form of job-embedded professional
development?
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4. What do teachers and literacy coaches identify as the role of leadership in
establishing and maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional
coaches?
Conclusions
The following section compares the study results with the research and provides
recommendations to the field for future practice in addition to future research recommendations.
Research Question 1
To determine the reported primary strategies/activities that literacy coaches interact with
teachers, research question 1 asked: What coaching strategies/activities do teachers and literacy
coaches in select Minnesota public elementary schools report engaging in together most
frequently?
Research question 1 sought to determine the strategies/activities teachers and literacy
coaches engage in together most frequently. The study revealed teachers identified consulting
with coaches on student needs or literacy strategies and providing professional development to
grade level teams or the school 99 times each. In addition, attending PLC team time to support
team work was identified 97 times. Eighty seven and 85 % of teachers identified these two
strategies as the ones they most engage in with literacy coaches. Similarly, instructional coaches
identified providing professional development to a grade level team or school, attending PLC
time to support team work, and working with a teacher (or team of teachers) to review and
respond to literacy data were each identified by all 15 literacy coaches.
This finding is supported in research from Toll (2006, 2018) and Knight (2007) who
recognize the wide range of responsibilities literacy coaches have supporting teachers and
student learning. Both teachers and literacy coaches identified engaging most frequently in
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teacher professional growth that was more collaborative in terms of looking at instructional
practices and consultative in reviewing and responding to student data. Each of the professional
development strategies identified by both teachers and literacy coaches relies on a partnership of
collaboration that uses the strengths of all involved (Toll, 2006).
Although the finding in this question is supported by research, what contradicted research
in literacy coaching is the opportunity to individualize coaching based on the more specific needs
a teacher and their students have. Dixon (2015) explored how literacy coaches best guide
teachers and identified three recommendations. One was the literacy coach established trust and
relationships with teachers. The second was literacy coaches spend the majority of time with
teachers engaging in activities such as modeling, observing, targeted instructional strategies, and
learning together, and the final recommendation was engaging in action research (Dixon, 2015).
It is the second recommendation that did not emerge in this study. The most frequent
engagement for both teachers and literacy coaches was heavily focused on more team or group
professional development and not as focused on the individual needs of a teacher. Knight (2007)
stated, “The primary goal of instructional coaching is to enable teachers to implement
scientifically proven instructional strategies that respond directly to teachers’ burning issues” (p.
17). This focus on group or team professional growth verses more specific individual teacher and
classroom needs has also been observed by the researcher. It is plausible the teachers and literacy
coaches of this study were structured in teams and focused their literacy professional learning as
team which would account for a less individual approach to professional learning with the
literacy coach. This question focused on the frequency of engagement, and the next research
question looked specifically at the effectiveness of the strategies.
Research Question 2
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To determine the most effective professional development strategies identified by literacy
coaches and teachers, question 2 asked: What do select literacy coaches and teachers report as
the most effective professional development strategies to engage in with literacy coaching?
Research question 2 sought to determine what strategies teachers and literacy coaches
found to be the most effective in supporting teachers’ implementation of literacy practices. To
answer this question, the researcher combined moderately effective and very effective on the
data to determine what professional development strategies were identified as being effective.
The study concluded the majority of teachers identified consulting on student needs and/or
literacy strategies (74.3%) and working with a teacher (or team of teachers) to review and
respond to literacy data (common formative assessment, benchmark test, progress monitoring;
63.7%) to be among the most effective engagement opportunities with literacy coaches. Using
the same criteria for literacy coaches, coaches identified assisting with planning a literacy lesson
or unit (100%), coteaching or modeling a lesson or literacy strategy (100%), and providing
professional development to grade level teams or school (100%) as the most effective
engagement strategies in supporting teacher’s implementation of effective literacy strategies.
Teachers reported coteaching or modeling a lesson or literacy strategy as least effective, with
51.3% of teachers identifying this strategy as moderately or highly effective. Providing
professional development to grade level teams or the school was identified by 62.8% of teachers
as being moderately or very effective, and 61.9% identified assist with planning a literacy lesson
or unit as moderately or very effective.
In this study, although all strategies identified by teachers and literacy coaches were all
considered effective (Knight, 2007; Vanderburg & Stephens, 2009), research also identifies the
disconnect that often happens between the teacher and the literacy coach, which was found to be
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true in this study. Most notably, literacy coaches identified assisting with planning a literacy
lesson or unit and coteaching or modeling a lesson as the two most effective strategies, and
teachers identified coteaching or modeling a lesson as the least effective. In Brown’s conceptual
framework, the coaching quadrant focuses on the coach planning, collaborating, modeling,
observing, and consulting, which supports teachers in the implementation of new learning and is
the most personal of the four quadrants. Poglinco and Bach (2004) noted, “Of all the techniques
coaches employ, modeling instruction in individual classrooms is most likely to result in
modifications in instructional practices and adherence to instructional delivery formats” (p. 399).
Having a conversation about what is happening and learning together is what cultivates the ideal
conditions for personal and organizational change (Knight, 2011).
This disconnect between what literacy coaches identified as most effective and what
teachers identified could be due to a miscellany of reasons. One possibility is the level and depth
in which the coach and the teacher engage. The majority of school cultures have evolved ways to
shelter teachers from conversations about their instructional practice (Lowenhaupt et al., 2013).
For example, when a literacy coach is providing professional development on a new literacy
practice to a school or team of teachers is far less intimate then a one-on-one conversation about
an individual’s teaching or opening a classroom for a coach to come in, model a strategy, and get
first-hand experience of what is or is not happening in the classroom. Another disconnect could
be a school system where the conditions for effective coaching are not in place. This could
include a lack of clarity in what the coach should be doing or the culture for coaching may not be
established (Aguilar, 2013).
In addition, the discrepancy in the effectiveness of coaching strategies as perceived by the
teachers could be the result of who the literacy coach works with and how they engage with
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these teachers. Knight (2007) states the best way to involve and engage teachers is to meet with
them one-on-one. In this approach, coaches will tend to meet with teachers who are more willing
to be coached one-on-one and engage in activities such as modeling, co-teaching, and having the
coach observe and provide feedback. When answering the survey, literacy coaches may be
reflective of experiences with teachers who were successful and likely included a more
individualized approach to literacy coaching. Toll (2006) stated, “the outcome of some literacy
coaching is that teachers routinely identify problems, reflect, collect a broad array of data, kid
watch, and solve problems” (p. 16). In this example, a literacy coach is working on an individual
level with a teacher, and the engagement is more likely to result in impacting the “habits of the
mind” (Toll, 2006, p. 16), which impacts the way the teacher thinks about their teaching and
their students’ learning. To better understand the teacher–coach relationship, teachers and
literacy coaches were asked a few additional questions.
Teachers in the study were asked a question regarding their overall perception of the
coaches’ helpfulness in implementing effective literacy practices. Literacy coaches were asked
about their level of confidence in supporting teachers’ implementation of effective literacy
practices and their perception of teacher receptiveness to literacy coaching. Statistics were not
run on this, but there appears to be a high level of correlation between coaching that was helpful
and the effectiveness of the strategies. Vanderburg and Stephens (2009) found both 1st-year and
veteran teachers deemed their time with a coach to be very effective when the coach created
ways for collaboration to occur, provided teachers with ongoing support, and taught teachers
about research-based teaching practices. More than two thirds of the participating teachers
commented on the coach’s willingness to help and support them in the classroom (Vanderburg &
Stephens, 2009). Despite data supporting literacy coaches as an impactful means of job-
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embedded professional development, there remain challenges as literacy coaches and teachers
navigate professional learning and growth together; Research Question 3 examined these
challenges.
Research Question 3
To determine the challenges experienced by teachers receiving literacy coaching and the
literacy coaches themselves, research question 3 asked: What challenges do teachers and literacy
coaches in select Minnesota elementary schools report in implementing coaching as a form of
job-embedded professional development?
To answer this question, the researcher identified common challenges based on the
review of related literature. Study results revealed teachers identified having unclear expectations
of when and how often to meet with the coach (54%) and an unclear sense of the roles and
responsibilities of the coach (31.9%) as the most common challenges in working with a literacy
coach. Similarly, literacy coaches also identified having unclear expectations of when and how
often the coach and teacher should work together and unclear sense of roles and responsibilities
in their role as a literacy coach as two of the most common challenges.
In this study, challenges around unclear expectations and lack of clarity around the roles
and responsibilities of the literacy coach align with research found in other studies, as noted by
Poglinco and Bach (2004). Poglinco and Bach concluded work needs to be done to better
incorporate the responsibilities of coaches into existing school structures when a coaching model
is being adopted. The study’s findings suggest there is a need to have clear roles, responsibilities,
and expectations for when and how often a literacy coach and teacher should work together so
both teachers and literacy coaches have the same understanding of the purpose and frequency of
their work and interactions. Analysis of disappointing and often unsatisfactory outcomes of
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coaching point to problems with implementation. Similar to other educational reforms, the
adoption of coaching in schools does not often align with the intentions of those implementing it.
Variations and expectations of coaches and their interaction with teachers often undermines
efforts to focus on and impact teaching and learning (Matsumura & Wang, 2014).
Ten of the 15 literacy coaches also identified difficulty developing a collaborative
working relationship as a challenge, whereas only 20 (17.7%) of the 113 teachers identified this
as a challenge. Although the sample is not generalizable due to the size, research continues to
employ the importance of coaching as a partnership that is synonymous with relationship. The
traditional approach to professional development is teachers learn a new strategy or teaching
practice from an expert, and they are expected to implement the strategy with little to no
consideration given to the students in the classroom or the style of the teacher (Day, 2015;
Knight, 2007). Knight (2007) asserted teachers are “four times more inclined to implement
teaching practices they learned during partnership sessions then those during a traditional
session” (p. 39). The principal is significant in setting the vision and tone for the school, and this
is true with establishing and sharing the vision for literacy coaching as a means of professional
development.
Research Question 4
To examine the role of leadership in establishing and maintaining high literacy
expectations, research question 4 asked: What do teachers and literacy coaches identify as the
role of leadership in establishing and maintaining high literacy expectations supported by
instructional coaches?
The study asked teachers and literacy coaches to identify the role of leadership in
maintaining high literacy expectations based on specific practices identified by the researcher.
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Both teachers and literacy coaches identified setting high standards for teaching literacy (85% of
teachers and 86.6% of literacy coaches) as the top focus of leadership. Communicating a clear
literacy vision for the school was the second highest practice identified by both teachers and
literacy coaches (76% of teachers and 73.4% of literacy coaches). Knight (2011) stated, “In
short, the principal focuses everyone’s attention on the target; the instructional coach makes it
easier for teachers to get there” (p. 98). When principals fully understand literacy coaching, they
will be effective in preparing teachers to collaborate with coaches, exhibit enthusiasm for literacy
coaching and establish a collaborative community where coaching and literacy prosper and grow
(Toll, 2018).
Principals employ a considerable influence on teaching and learning through the
decisions of what, among a variety of programs, to prioritize in the school they lead (Matsumura
& Wang, 2014). Matsumura and Wang also found principals influence efforts to promote
collaboration and communication among teachers about teaching and learning in addition to
creating a positive climate that challenges teachers to take risks in trying new and challenging
forms of instruction (2014). Study findings showed the fewest teachers and literacy coaches
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, leadership expects all staff to work with a literacy
coach to reflect on and improve implementation of effective literacy practices. Because all
schools included in the study intentionally added literacy coaches to support teachers’
implementation of effective literacy practices, this finding was unexpected. It did help to explain
some of the other findings that showed a disconnect or lack of understanding on the roles and
responsibilities of literacy coaches and how they should engage with teachers. It seems logical to
expect literacy coaches would be more engaged in schools where principals augment strong
support and encourage teachers to participate in literacy coaching (Atteberry & Bryk, 2011).
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Limitations
Limitations in research are often out of the control of the researcher. According to
Roberts (2010), “Limitations are particular features of your study that you know may negatively
affect results or your ability to generalize” (p. 162). Limitations identified for this study are:
•

The first attempt and distributing the survey was following a prior school year ending
in a global pandemic where students were attending school in a virtual setting, and
schools were opening up in a variety of learning models. When the survey was
distributed again, the shifting of learning models was still happening in schools.. This
impacted school districts’ ability to participate and potentially impacted teachers’
responses to the survey questions due to the availability and changing responsibilities
of literacy coaches in each learning model.

•

There were more teacher and literacy coach responses from one district than all others
combined. The response ratio made is difficult to generalize the data.

•

Although schools participating in the survey were all recipients of the 2018 Striving
Readers Grant through the Minnesota Department of Education, due to the size and
number of coaches in each school there were varying levels of expectations for
teachers to engage with a literacy coach which impacted the ability to generalize data
from the study.

Recommendations for the Field
Based on research obtained during this study along with information gathered from the
review of literature, the researcher recommends school systems consider the following:
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•

Superintendents and principals should consider identifying and clearly articulating the
purpose and framework of literacy coaching in the district and schools. This
clarification allows both teachers and coaches to understand the purpose and
expectations of literacy coaching.

•

Literacy coaches should engage in ongoing professional development around both
coaching and literacy strategies.

•

Strong relationships between the literacy coach and teachers is critical to the
effectiveness of literacy coaching as a means of professional development. Literacy
coaches should consider building relationships with teachers as a top priority as they
work with teachers.

•

Principals and literacy coaches should consider meeting on an ongoing basis to
review data, determine needs, and plan for professional development based on needs.
These principal-coach meetings provide an opportunity for the principal and coach to
engage in discussion, problem solve, monitor, and adjust to the professional
development needs of teachers.

Recommendations for Further Research
The following are recommendations for further research in the field of literacy coaching
as a means of job-embedded professional development:
•

A follow up study could be conducted to examine the role administration plays in
establishing a culture of high literacy expectations for all.
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•

This study could be replicated with schools not part of the Striving Readers Grant but
have implemented literacy coaches to support teachers to check the fidelity and
impact of literacy coaches.

•

A qualiativtive study chould be conducted to examine the specif needs of teachers in
the coaching process. This study could focus on a small number of teachers and
examine the specific needs of teaching literacy and how coaches support these needs..

•

Numerous educators consider coaching to be an effective form of professional
development; however, believing that coaching is effective is not conclusive in
determining whether coaches substantially impact teachers’ beliefs and practices and
ultimately enhance student learning. Therefore, examining the correlation between
teachers who engage in coaching and the impact on student learning is recommended.

Concluding Remarks
The impact the teacher has on student learning is significant, and ensuring teachers have
the knowledge, skills, and support to meet the ever-changing literacy needs of students today is
imperative. As evidenced in the study, teachers and literacy coaches need to have a clear
understanding of the role of the literacy coach and how the teacher should engage with the
coach.
Literacy coaching that is well implemented has the ability to build teachers’ knowledge
of effective literacy practices. By engaging teachers in ongoing, personalized, and collaborative
learning groups as well as strengthening their pedagogical skills through modeling effective
practices and providing feedback as teachers implement the new practices with students, teachers
will be better prepared to meet the literacy needs of students (Matsumura & Wang, 2014). Onetime workshops show little to no carryover to the classroom where they can impact student
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learning, so it is logical and critical to look at a method of professional development that
supports teachers in their implementation of effective literacy practices.
Coaching can be a fundamental element of effective professional growth as it builds will,
skill, knowledge and capacity in teachers (Agulilar, 2013). Instructional coaching encourages
and supports collaborative, reflective practices that allow teachers to apply learning in a
purposeful and consistent manner than teachers working in isolation (Agulilar, 2013).
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Appendix A: Permission from Dr. Carmen Brown
Carmen S Brown <cb95@hunter.cuny.edu>

Sun, Apr 7, 2019,
9:31 AM

to me
Hi Jenny,
Thank you for your inquiry. Congratulations on reaching this critical stage in your doctoral studies.
Attached is the framework. You have my permission to use it with the proper citation.
Let me know if you have any other questions.
Sincerely,
Carmen Sherry Brown, EdD
Assistant Professor, Early Childhood Education
Undergraduate Program Coordinator and Faculty Advisor
Department of Curriculum and Teaching
Hunter College, CUNY
HW 1105
212-396-6151
Office Hours: Wednesdays, 8:00am-9:00am & 7:00pm-8:00pm; by appointment
_____________________________________________________________________
On Apr 1, 2019, at 10:43 AM, Jenny Bushman <jenny.bushman@isd47.org> wrote:
Good morning,
I am currently in a doctoral program at St. Cloud State University in St. Cloud, MN and working on my
dissertation around the impact literacy coaches have in supporting teachers to implement effective
practices through job-embedded professional development. I recently read the document you
authored in the Journal of Education and Social Policy and found it to be very inline with what I
am looking to learn more about through my study in select MN schools with literacy coaches.
I am writing today to see if I could gain permission to use graphic in Figure 1 of this document: A
Conceptual Framework for Coaching in my work? I appreciate both they cyclical approach and
components that make up the cycle. The copy I located has some words covered up (maybe the
middle graphic is covering the four outside boxes, so I would love to know more about the full
wording included there.
Thanks so much for your consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you.
Have a great day,
Jenny
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Appendix C: Permission from Dr. Julie Marsh
On Thu, Jan 3, 2019 at 2:37 PM Julie Marsh <julie.marsh@rossier.usc.edu> wrote:
Hi jenny
Please feel free to use the survey and just cite our study in anything you produce/write
Julie
_____________________________________________________________________________________

From: Jenny Bushman [mailto:jenny.bushman@isd47.org]
Sent: Wednesday, December 26, 2018 9:41 AM
To: julie.marsh@usc.edu
Subject: Use of survey request for dissertation study
Good day Dr. Marsh,
Please let me start with an introduction. I am Jenny: wife, mother of two great kids, director of teaching
and learning in an amazing school district in Minnesota and life-long learner! I am currently a
student in the St. Cloud doctoral program in Educational Leadership. My research for the past
year and a half has centered around the impact of literacy coaches in the elementary school. I
recently came across a study you co-authored with Jennifer Sloan McCombs and Francisco
Martorell and was excited by the survey tool used. I very much appreciated the focus of the study
on coaches supporting data-driven decision making and commend you for your work on digging
deeper into the impact of coaches--fascinating! With your permission, I would like to use some
survey questions as they are included in the study and other questions modified to focus more
specifically on literacy coaching. I have attached a letter of formal request and look forward to
hearing from you soon; replying to this email either way would be greatly appreciated.
Thank you in advance for your consideration,
Jenny
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Appendix D: Permission from Dr. Diane Stephens
Diane Stephens <stephens.diane@gmail.com>

Sat, Feb 29, 2020, 1:13
PM

to me, Michelle
We are fine with you using our findings in that way. We wish you the best with your study and would
appreciate your sharing your findings with us. If you’d are interested in an auto ethnography that
a coach did check out Sally Somerall’s dissertation from U of South Carolina.
This is an exciting time for you. Congrats.
_____________________________________________________________________________________

On Fri, Feb 14, 2020 at 5:35 AM Jenny Bushman <jenny.bushman@isd47.org> wrote:
Jenny Bushman <jenny.bushman@isd47.org>
to m.vanderburg

Thu, Feb 13, 8:16 PM (11 hours ago)

Good morning,
I am a doctoral student at Saint Cloud State University in St. Cloud, Minnesota completing a dissertation
in Educational Leadership, and I am writing to ask written permission to use wording from the
data you collected in your study entitled The Impact of Literacy Coaches: What Teachers Value
and How Teachers Change and The Impact of Literacy Coaches on Teachers' Beliefs and
Practices. In my research on literacy coaching, I have found the patterns in data to be
reoccurring and they seem to summarize what I have found in my research concisely. My
research is being supervised by my professor, Dr. John Eller.
The survey instrument I am working on would be used to collect data from coaches, teachers, and
principals at selected elementary schools in Minnesota (these are yet to be determined) that have
literacy coaches in place to support teachers. As stated above my research will look at the
interaction between the coach and the teachers—how and in what ways literacy coaches are
supporting teachers. Because my doctorate is in Educational Leadership, I would also like to look
at how principals interact with and support the work between teachers and coaches.
In addition to using the patterns in data you identified in your study as a part of the study I conduct, I also
ask your permission to reproduce it in my dissertation appendix. The dissertation will be
published in the Saint Cloud State Repository at https://repository.stcloudstate.edu/edad_etds/. I
would like to use and reproduce a modified version of this survey under the following conditions:
·
·

I will use the data collected for my research study only and will not sell or use it for any other
purposes
I will include a statement of attribution and copyright on all instruments and elements used to create
the modified instrument. If you have a specific statement of attribution that you would like for me
to include, please provide it in your response.
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·

At your request, I will send a copy of my completed research study to you upon completion of the
study and/or provide a hyperlink to the final manuscript

If you do not control the copyright for these materials, I would appreciate any information you can
provide concerning the proper person or organization I should contact.
If these are acceptable terms and conditions, please indicate so by replying to me through e-mail
at jenny.bushman@isd47.org
Sincerely,
Jenny Bushman
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Appendix E: Teacher Instrument
Informed Consent
You are invited: to participate in this study regarding the Impact of K-5 Literacy Coaches on
Teachers’ Implementation of Effective Literacy Practices and the Role of Leadership in
Establishing and Maintaining High Literacy Expectations Supported by Instructional
Coaches. This research is being conducted by Jenny Bushman, a doctoral candidate at St.
Cloud State University.
Background Information and Purpose: The purpose of this study is to examine how
literacy coaches in select public elementary schools in Minnesota support teachers’
implementation of effective literacy instructional practices through job-embedded
professional development. In addition, the study will look at the role of leadership in
establishing and maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional
coaches.
Procedures: The following ten question survey will take about 10 minutes to complete
for this research. Participation is completely voluntary and your answers will be
anonymous.
Risks: There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this study.
Benefits: The questions on this survey were modified from previous research studies
with permission from researchers.
Confidentiality: All information collected from this survey is confidential and there are
no questions that can identify individual responses.
Research Results: The generalized results of the survey will be provided to school
districts upon their request. The study data will be included in a dissertation made public
and added to the Saint Cloud State University (SCSU) repository.
Contact information: If you have any additional questions please contact the researcher,
Jenny Bushman, at jenny.bushman@go.stcloudstate.edu or the faculty advisor, Dr. John
Eller at jfeller@go.stcloudstate.edu.
Voluntary Participation/Withdrawal: Participation is voluntary. If you decide to
participate you can withdraw at any time without penalty by clicking the exit button in
the top right corner of the survey. If you choose to exit, your survey responses will not
be saved.
Acceptance to Participate: By clicking ok to begin the survey, you are consenting to
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complete this survey. Your completion of the survey indicates that you are at least 18
years of age and you consent to participation in the study.
Educational Background Information
1. How many years have you been teaching?
a.
First year teacher
b.
2-5 years
c.
6-10 years
d.
11-15 years
e.
16 or more years
2. What grade level/content do you currently teach?
a.
Kindergarten
b.
First Grade
c.
Second Grade
d.
Third Grade
e.
Fourth Grade
f.
Fifth Grade
g.
Special Education/Intervention
h.
Specialist (Art, Music PE, etc.)
3. Are you directly responsible for teaching literacy?
a.
Yes
b.
No
4. Using the Likert scale, please rate the instructional practices you engage in with a
literacy coach and the level of effectiveness of these in supporting your
implementation of literacy instructional practices. If your school has more than one
literacy coach, answer the question for the literacy coaches as a team. Options on Likert
Scale: Does not apply in my work with a literacy coach, Not effective at all, Slightly
effective, Moderately effective, Very effective
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Co-teach or model a lesson or literacy strategy
Assist with planning a literacy lesson or unit
Visit classrooms to observe literacy instruction and provide feedback based on the
observation
Provide feedback on my teaching or facilitate reflection on my implementation of new
literacy practices
Provide professional development to grade level teams or the school.
Attend Professional Learning Community (PLC) collaboration time to support teamwork
Work with me (or a team of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data (common
formative assessments, benchmark tests, progress monitoring, etc.)
Consult on student needs and/or literacy strategies
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5. Below is a list of common statements that have been identified as challenges encountered
in the teacher and literacy coach partnership. Please rank each of the following
statements on the Likert scale of 0 to 4 (0) = not applicable, 1 = strongly disagree, 2=
disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree). If your school has more than one literacy coach,
please answer the question for the literacy coaches as a team.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Difficulty developing a collaborative working relationship
Unclear understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the literacy coach
The literacy coach is perceived as an administrator/evaluator making me less likely to
engage with him/her
Unclear expectations of when and how often the coach and teacher work together
The work of the literacy coach is not seen as valuable/necessary
Coach has unclear understanding of the teacher’s needs

6. Please rank each of the following statements on the Likert scale of 0 to 4 (0) = not observed, 1
= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree). If your school has more
than one literacy coach, answer the question for the literacy coaches as a team
The literacy coach(es) at my school …
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
g.

Has strong knowledge of effective practices in literacy instruction
Supports and builds my confidence in implementing effective literacy practices that
support student needs
Helps me access and disseminate data to adapt teaching practices based on what students
need
Explains the research, theory, or reasons underpinning the suggested strategies or
feedback provided
Is someone I trust to help me and provide support
Is viewed as a resource for job-embedded professional development and growth

7. How would you rate your literacy coach’s knowledge and ability to model/perform the
following? If your school has more than one literacy coach, answer the question for the
literacy coaches as a team. Please rate the following statement using the Likert scale 0 to
4. (0) = not observed, 1 = strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree).
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Understand and support adult learners
Collaborate around effective literacy practices and strategies
Model effective literacy strategies
Provide meaningful and actionable feedback
Consult/problem-solve on the literacy needs of students
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8. Please rank each of the following statements on the Likert scale of 0 to 4 . (0) = not observed,
1 = strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree).
The leadership at the school where I work demonstrates high expectations for literacy by...
a.
Communicating a clear literacy vision for my school
b.
Setting high standards for teaching literacy
c.
Encouraging teachers to review and unpack the MN ELA standards
d.
Helping teachers respond to student literacy needs based on analysis assessment data
e.
Expecting all staff to work with a literacy coach to reflect on and improve the
implementation of effective literacy practices
f.
Ensuring teachers have sufficient time/support for professional growth and development
9. Overall, I find the literacy coach(es) in the school where I work:
a.
b.
c.

Very helpful in supporting me implement effective literacy instructional practices
Somewhat helpful in supporting me to implement effective literacy instructional practices
Not helpful in supporting me to implement effective literacy instructional practices

This tool is adapted with permission from a survey/study conducted by Julie Marsh (Marsh et al.,
2010), and another by Michele Vanderburg (Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010).
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Appendix F: Literacy Coach Instrument
Informed Consent
You are invited: to participate in this study regarding the Impact of K-5 Literacy Coaches on
Teachers’ Implementation of Effective Literacy Practices and the Role of Leadership in
Establishing and Maintaining High Literacy Expectations Supported by Instructional
Coaches. This research is being conducted by Jenny Bushman, a doctoral candidate at St.
Cloud State University.
Background Information and Purpose: The purpose of this study is to examine how
literacy coaches in select public elementary schools in Minnesota support teachers’
implementation of effective literacy instructional practices through job-embedded
professional development. In addition, the study will look at the role of leadership in
establishing and maintaining high literacy expectations supported by instructional
coaches.
Procedures: The following ten question survey will take about 10 minutes to complete
for this research. Participation is completely voluntary and your answers will be
anonymous.
Risks: There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this study.
Benefits: The questions on this survey were modified from previous research studies
with permission from researchers.
Confidentiality: All information collected from this survey is confidential and there are
no questions that can identify individual responses.
Research Results: The generalized results of the survey will be provided to school
districts upon their request. The study data will be included in a dissertation made public
and added to the Saint Cloud State University (SCSU) repository.
Contact information: If you have any additional questions please contact the researcher,
Jenny Bushman, at jenny.bushman@go.stcloudstate.edu or the faculty advisor, Dr. John
Eller at jfeller@go.stcloudstate.edu.
Voluntary Participation/Withdrawal: Participation is voluntary. If you decide to
participate you can withdraw at any time without penalty by clicking the exit button in
the top right corner of the survey. If you choose to exit, your survey responses will not
be saved.
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Acceptance to Participate: By clicking ok to begin the survey, you are consenting to
complete this survey. Your completion of the survey indicates that you are at least 18
years of age and you consent to participation in the study.

Educational Background Information
1. How many years have you been a literacy coach?
a.
First year coach
b.
2-5 years
c.
6 or more years
2.
a.
b.
c.
d.

What is your highest level of education?
B.A./B.S
M.A/M.S
Post M.A. Grad Studies
Ed. D/Ph.D.

3.
a.
b.

Do you currently hold a reading endorsement?
Yes
No

4. . Using the Likert scale, please rate the instructional practices you engage in with a
teacher and the level of effectiveness of these in supporting their implementation
of literacy instructional practices. Options on Likert Scale: Does not apply in my
work with teachers, Not effective at all, Slightly effective, Moderately effective, Very
effective
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Co-teach or model a lesson or literacy strategy
Assist with planning a literacy lesson or unit
Visit classrooms to observe literacy instruction and provide feedback based on the
observation
Provide feedback on teaching or facilitate reflection on the teacher’s implementation of
new literacy practices
Provide professional development to grade level teams or the school.
Attend Professional Learning Community (PLC) collaboration time to support team work
Work with a teacher (or a team of teachers) to review and respond to literacy data
(common formative assessments, benchmark tests, progress monitoring, etc.)
Consult on student needs and/or literacy strategies
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5. Below is a list of common statements that have been identified as challenges encountered
in the teacher and literacy coach partnership. Please rank each of the following
statements on the Likert scale of 0 to 4 (0) = not applicable, 1 = strongly disagree, 2=
disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree). If your school has more than one literacy coach,
please answer the question for the literacy coaches as a team.
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Difficulty developing a collaborative working relationship
Unclear understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the literacy coach
The literacy coach is perceived as an administrator/evaluator
Unclear expectations of when and how often the coach and teacher work together
The work of the literacy coach is not seen as valuable/necessary
The teacher believes the coach has unclear understanding of his/her needs

6. Please identify the top three coaching activities that best summarize how you spend your
time.
a.
Creating a space for collaboration
b.
Providing ongoing instructional support, not necessarily all literacy related
c.
Teaching/modeling/supporting effective literacy instructional strategies
d.
Explains the research, theory or reasons underpinning the suggested strategies or
feedback provided
d.
Supporting teachers in trying new literacy practices
e.
Supporting teachers incorporate more authentic literacy assessments
f.
Providing professional development (small group and whole staff)
g.
Consulting/problem solving with teachers on the literacy needs of students
7. Please rank each of the following statements on the Likert scale of 0 to 4 . (0) = not observed,
1 = strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, 4= strongly agree).
The leadership at the school where I work demonstrates high expectations for literacy by...
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Communicating a clear literacy vision for my school
Setting high standards for teaching literacy
Encouraging teachers to review and unpack the MN ELA standards
Helping teachers respond to student literacy needs based on analysis assessment data
Expecting all staff to work with a literacy coach to reflect on and improve the
implementation of effective literacy practices
Ensuring teachers have sufficient time/support for professional growth and development

8. I feel confident in my ability to support teachers with effective literacy practices through
job-embedded professional development.
a.
Yes
b.
No
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9. Overall, the teachers in the school where I work are receptive to partnering with a
literacy coach.
a.
Yes
b.
No
This tool is adapted with permission from a survey/study conducted by Julie Marsh (Marsh et al.,
2010), and another by Michele Vanderburg (Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010).
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Appendix G: Email to Superintendent/Designee

Jenny Bushman <jenny.bushman@isd47.org>
to Kari

Mon, Nov 9, 2020, 6:46 PM

Good morning,
I hope this email finds you doing well. I am reaching out again regarding the doctoral study I contacted
you about previously. I hope with some changes to the study and flexibility in terms of when the
survey could be done, you are willing to reconsider. In terms of timelines, I have extended this to
December 18, 2020 and removed the principal interviews.
Originally, I had planned on a mixed-method study that included surveys to teachers and literacy coaches
as well as an interview with the principal. After talking with a few schools, this plan has changed
slightly. I am going to narrow the focus of my study to just teachers and coaches so I will not be
including the interview with principals. Based on the limited responses I have received to date,
the typical time spent on the survey is just over 5 minutes. I absolutely recognize these are
challenging times, but my hope is that the school will be able to use the data collected as well as
any pertinent research findings to support the professional growth and development of teachers,
coaches and leadership in the district. I will collect data by district to report back individual
district data but the data used in my research will include all schools in the study. In addition, as
appreciation I would like to donate books or gift cards for books to participating schools.
I have attached a letter of consent for you to sign agreeing to the study as a district/school, and I have also
built a consent to the survey for teachers and coaches in the survey itself. If you are willing to
participate in the study as a school, please review, sign and return this to me. I am happy to work
directly with building principals as well if you would prefer this.
Here are two links for the surveys (one for teachers and one for literacy coaches) as the questions are a bit
different. I have also included a brief introduction of who I am and the purpose of the study that
could be shared with teachers upon agreement to participate.
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/SGV8MH5--Survey for Literacy Coaches
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/F3VXFS5--Survey for Teachers
My name is Jenny Bushman, a doctoral student from St. Cloud State University. I am conducting a
research study regarding the impact of K-5 literacy coaches on teachers’ implementation of
effective literacy practices. I am asking if you are willing to take about 5-7 minutes to complete a
survey for this research. Participation is voluntary and your answers will be anonymous. Thank
you very much!
I appreciate your consideration in this research and hope that you would find the information valuable in
the district's professional growth and development. Please don't hesitate to reach out with any
questions.
Many Thanks,
Jenny
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Appendix H: Notice of Approval Form
School Name:
School Address:
School Phone Number:
Date
I, Superintendent (name) or Superintendent designee (name), give my permission for the studyExamining the Impact of K-5 Literacy Coaches on Teachers’ Implementation of Effective
Literacy Practices to be conducted with K-5 teaching staff and literacy coaches in (School
Name).
By agreeing to participate in this study, I understand that elementary teachers and literacy
coaches that work within the (School District) will be asked to voluntarily complete a survey
regarding their perceptions of the impact literacy coaches have on teachers’ implementation of
effective literacy practices. I understand that all the data will be confidential and that the data
will be reported in a group format so that no individual teacher, literacy coach or district can be
identified. I understand that I can withdraw the consent to participate at any time.
I have been in contact with the doctoral candidate for this study, Jenny Bushman, and I
understand the protocol of the study. I give my permission for the surveys to be completed by the
staff in (school district).

____________________________________
Superintendent

___________________
Date

_____________________________________
Jenny Bushman-Doctoral Candidate

___________________
Date

______________________________________
Dr John Eller-Chair of Dissertation Committee

___________________
Date

